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After a year of work with one goal in mind - to finish this thesis - I have a lot of 
outstanding people to thank. First and foremost, I want to acknowledge my parents and 
my younger sister. Had it not been for their encouragement and love, I would not have 
made it this far in life, period. My friends, of course, make my material. They are my 
heart, and without them, my life would be so empty. I acknowledge them for not only 
listening to me talk about this thesis for over a year but also for encouraging me to finish 
it.
Professor Ann Fisher-Wirth, my advisor, definitely needs thanking. She has met with me at 
least once a week for the past twelve months. Her support, guidance, and persistent push 
helped channel my energy directly into my work, and the admiration I have for her work 
only drove me to want to do better and be better. I cherish her not only as a teacher but 
also as a friend.
To Professor Ron Dale and Dr. Tristan Denley, I express much gratitude for taking the time 
to read this thesis and caring enough to want to do it. To them and all of the teachers I 
have been blessed to have, I will forever be obliged. Without Costa Osadov at my side in 
transforming the pieces of this thesis into a complete body of work, I would still be sitting 
in front of the computer right now in hopes to one day merge documents. He has done 
nothing but give me the final confidence in concluding the project.
All of these people and many, many more have contributed to the completion of a thesis I 
am extremely proud to say I finished. But lastly, I must thank the God above for my brain, 




Nicki and Me: Self-Discovery by Self-Destruction
The following body of thesis is a collection of short stories, poems, and personal essays 
compiled with visuals of my personal artwork. The prevalent theme throughout the work 
is self-discovery by self-destruction. It is in itself an ongoing research of reality among 
college students and must be seen as an artistic exploration. The artwork is that of multi­
media in that it consists widely of photography, printmaking, sculpture, charcoal drawing, 
and ceramics inspired mostly by real emotion and dreams. In piecing the entire thesis as a 
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Is there a feeling of accomplishment behind my Sally McDonnell Barksdale Honors 
College senior thesis? To even ask myself that is crazy. To say that I finished it is 
amazing. When I was a freshman, nine of my closest friends failed out of school and 
returned home. Less than a year later, my best friend at the time had a mental breakdown 
and abruptly moved to Phoenix, Arizona, without notice, even to me. And that was only 
one smidgen of the hell I was in at that time.
I hope that my writing and my artwork together reflect a somewhat serious and comedic 
viewpoint on a lifestyle full of strange human encounters, loose romance, and, of course, 
intense partying. I would like to think of the thesis as a whole as a comedic tragedy but 
unlike most tragedies, I, no other than the heroine, survive.
Now that I have told you that a lot of it is about me, I do not want you to think it an 
autobiography. Of course, writing and art are both full of personal expression whether 
they are about memory or a momentary feeling. Many of the stories and poems are 
fictionalized. I call it “tweaking the truth.” This small collection of creative writing 
is only a dose of all that has gone on in my college life, whether it be something that 
happened to me or something I was unlucky (or lucky) enough to see or just a dreamlike 
vision 1 felt had meaning. Often, my work is a combination of both dream and reality, 
and it is up to the reader to find that line, or ignore it - whichever he or she prefers.
One might ask why I chose to compile both personal writing and expressive art as media 
for my serious senior thesis. Literature and art are two things I am passionate about; 
therefore, I felt that not only would I be able to express my own passion in my thesis,
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but also I could tell the story of finding self-respect by combining the two. At this point, 
I ask myself why anyone would read what I have written. Why would I want to read it 
if I were not I? I feel that a lot of people — both my age and my grandfather’s age — can 
relate to it ail in some way. Whether they have truly experienced the intensity of what 
I have or not, I feel that the emotions I underwent or saw people undergo in my college 
career are emotions that many people have also felt but might not ever want to talk about.
Why do I write about the things I write about? You might wonder how an intellectual 
person with tight and traditional family values could possibly feel the need to write about 
drugs and alcohol and sex and all the things we, as traditional Southerners, try to suppress 
even though we are all deniably aware of them. Remember, we are the happy people 
down here, always hospitable, never showing distress. Right? This is especially true 
of Southern women. As tradition allows, we are still stereotypical Southern belles. No 
matter where I travel, it is a fact that people are intrigued by Southern women not only 
because of their stirring accents but also because of their charm and class. I have charm. 
I have class. And even though I set aside some serious values in choosing this lifestyle 
I write about here, I retained that class. Fortunately, I am blessed with the power of 
balance. I managed to maintain character, not to mention my education, and a perceived 
classiness while not far beneath my smile, I was at war with myself. As an aspiring 
writer, I’ve heard from lectures, from teachers, from parents, from random conversation 
at the bar, if you will, to write what you know. You will know you are writing something 
good when it scares the hell out of you.
So I am writing what I know, and most of the time it does scare the hell out of me. 
Unfortunately, in our bubble here in Mississippi, a lot is not talked about or brought up 
for fear of offending someone, whether it be a parent, a friend, or even the University.
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People often grin and say “It’s okay. Everything is perfect.” Everything is never perfect, 
and people prance behind their own masks smiling and nodding or simply hiding and not 
saying anything at all. It is as if our communities have this conspiracy to hide what must 
not be told for fear that we might not be seen as wholesome and good as we must, must, 
must be, right? Of course, it’s the South - there is gossip, but remember, gossip is usually 
not true. Although my stories and poems are fiction, they are true to an extent. It is truth, 
exaggerated. It is truth, personal and borrowed. How can fiction be true, you ask? Well, 
it is reality or a take on reality, and sometimes it is evil.
I know for a fact that the subject matter in my stories, personal essays, and poetry is more 
prominent in colleges and in the twenty-to-thirty year bracket than most people want 
to admit. It exists often behind closed doors. It exists often right in front of your face, 
but these kinds of people are tricky. They are sly, and they can hide it from you while 
they look you in the eye. Unfortunately, I know this because I’ve done it before. I’ve 
probably done it to you.
There is a craziness about it all. It is fun and creepy and sickening and free and fun and 
loose and necessary and exhilarating and loving and hateful all at the same time. Of 
course, I do realize that is an abstract way of describing this craziness. Maybe it is that 
this craziness does not feel real at all, that it moves you through time as if “out-of-body,” 
when your surroundings, all the people you encounter, and all the places you see, become 
blurred as in fast-forward while you float with your eyes open wide. You float for a 
minute, sometimes feeling more of a tossed body feeling. The drinking and the smoking 
and the love of it all, we, as human beings, sometimes cannot help but desire. It could 
be the sin of it, but I think it is basically the desire to feel confident. This craziness, as I 
frequently refer to it as, is everywhere, and sometimes, it sucks people under. We watch
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them melt like the wicked witch in the Wizard of Oz. One day, they are there and alive 
and happy, and the next day, they are dependent on depression pills, in rehab, so cracked 
out they can’t look you in the eye, or sadly enough, dead. I’ve personally watched 
friends disappear. I tried, but there is nothing anyone can do when a person is sucked 
in... absolutely nothing. And one of the saddest parts is that, many times, the smartest 
people are the ones who get drawn in too far. It is the smart people and their addictions 
that are the most dangerous.
My old friend, John was a brilliant redhead and only nineteen. His brain always teased 
me and tickled me and taught me to think in ways I would have never thought. His words 
were always inspiring not only to me, but to anyone he came in contact with. He was 
fun and funny, always laughing. He got sucked under, though. Cocaine drowned him 
more than any river could. It was gradual and we all saw it happening. I tried to sit him 
down. Everyone tried to sit him down. He always said it was no big deal, that he had it 
under control. It was every day, and any time one of us mentioned his possible addiction, 
he would freak out and leave the house. Then, after a week of not hearing from him, 
he called to tell me that he had a new roofing company, that he had sold it on Ebay for 
5 million dollars, that he had been roofing houses night and day and hadn’t slept in five 
days, that the coke was making him money, that the man who had bought his company 
was coming any day to pick him up in his private jet to fly him to Minneapolis, that he 
was a millionaire!
It was crazy talk - absolute crazy talk - a disillusioned form of reality that I have 
unfortunately watched many lose themselves in. After the jet never arrived, we all knew 
he had lost it. One of us called his parents. Now, he’s in the insane asylum in Memphis 
lost in his craziness, but he’s not the only one. He’s just an example, or sad as it may 
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seem, a statistic. Honestly, people get sucked in every day into all that I am trying to 
write about. I have watched friends pop and disappear like soap bubbles in the breeze.
I hope I do not sound pessimistic or bitter or at all sermon-like, but I do feel that a lot 
needs to be said, that a lot is being hidden, that a lot of people can engage in the emotions 
I have felt even if they don’t want to admit to having ever felt them. I feel incredibly 
lucky, or blessed really, to be alive after all I have experienced. Unfortunately enough, I 
have a million more things to tell you about than are here in this thesis, but those things 
can only be exposed with time. A lot I would like to write about is simply not ready to 
come out of me. Maintaining a sound mind and a sturdy self-confidence has always been 
hard for me, and I am happy to announce that I did make it through some insane events. 
You might ask me: How did you make it? How did you not get sucked under like so 
many other beautiful people out there?
I think my head got ducked under it all a few times. I’m not going to say that I didn’t 
struggle, that I didn’t want to be a part of that scene, that I didn’t feel worthless in 
periods, or that I didn’t love it. I heard BB King sing live once, and in one certain song, I 
felt like it was Mr. King and I sitting face to face, and he was singing his song to me, 
They tell me life's an empty scene, an avenue of broken dreams 
Because the night life 
It ain’t no good life but it s my life.
He knows what I am writing about. He’s seen it just as I have. It’s all a love-hate 
relationship between you and the life you lead.
So, again, this is what I hope my thesis proves. I hope my writing arouses feelings of 
loss, of fear, of release, of regain and of love in human nature and how one must have a 
moral foundation to survive. And hopefully my artwork evokes the same feelings. But
14
more than that, it is a reflection on exploration. I am an artist, and in order to produce 
appealing art, whether verbally or visually, there must be ongoing exploration.
Before trying to analyze my artwork, I think it important to give you a quick overview 
of my life in the past five years. When I finished my freshman year, I studied abroad 
for eight weeks in the summer in Edinburgh, Scotland. Admittedly, I should never have 
been let loose in Europe alone as a nineteen year old after being exposed to the drug- 
infested, sex-crazed scene I found my freshman year. My time in Scotland and the few 
weeks I spent backpacking in Spain and France were neither educationally bound nor 
intellectually fulfilled. Of course, I found myself moseying around museums every so 
often, but almost all of my time, both night and day, was spent in the pub, the nightclub, 
or in the bed recovering from them. I do not regret being so young and stupid at all. I 
truly believe that if it had been any other summer, I would not have experienced half 
of what I did. At that time in my life, I was recklessly abandoning everything that was 
“me” back in America. To me, I had no fear. I had no family. I had no friends. I was the 
“me” without all the labels, and thank God, I found my way back to America. I mean this 
literally because I was still at the bar celebrating my last night in Scotland when I realized 
it was seven a.m., and my flight to America was leaving at eight.
I lived for chance. I met an English couple at the train station in London and ended 
up staying at their home because I could not find a place to stay. I arrived in Paris in 
the middle of the night without any francs, ignorant of the French language, no luck of 
finding a working ATM, so I trusted a random Arabic man who spoke a bit of French to 
ride in the cab with me to a hostel in order for him to convince the hostel manager that 
I needed a bed but could not pay until the morning. I made out with a British marine 
porting in Edinburgh for the weekend, and a Scottish police officer (while I had hash
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in my bag), and unknowingly stayed in the United States naval barracks in London just 
because I made a friend with an officer and did not have any money left for a hostel. I 
did not know I was at the barracks until the next morning when I read the sign on that red 
wall in the lobby. The list continues but I think I’ve proven my point. For the first time 
in my life, I was alone and free to do whatever, so I did.
Coming home was like coming down from some intense drug, times two. I hated Oxford, 
hated school, which is reflected in my only semester of bad grades, and wanted to go 
back to Europe immediately. I was dating horrible guys who put me in the middle of 
some scary, scary situations which oftentimes still haunt me. I was lying to my parents 
and my friends all the time and basically hating myself. I gained weight and wore baggy 
clothes. This was my lowest point, and I never want to feel like that again. I soon 
enough learned that this love I was searching for was the love I did not have for myself.
Almost magically, a couple of people who needed me walked into my life just as I needed 
them. We had all been in that scene, and God pulled us together, not necessarily to let 
go of this scene, but to tame it and try to understand it together. Mary Margaret and I 
started hanging out when she was struggling with a rough boyfriend and her own self­
confidence. I was needy, too, living with the fact that a certain fraternity was wrongly 
blaming me for “narcing” them out to the cops, publicly shaming me whether it be a 
football game or a party. Both of us had hit a point of low self-esteem and a feeling 
of not really knowing where we belonged when we found each other. I call her my 
“sisterfriend” because since then, all we have done is bring each other up. Another 
friend named Dugas walked into my picture soon after she did. He is a few years 
older than I am, long pony tail, hilarious Southern accent-of-his-own, and definitely 
one of the best shoulder-rubbers in the world. He is basically my adopted big brother,
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and he has done everything from sleeping next to me in order to keep an icepack on 
my head all night to driving two hours in the middle of the night because he forgot it 
was my birthday. Flint is the final fourth of our whole. He is the smartest one, always 
overflowing with advice, and hugs, too. Again, there was just an instant connection 
that is unexplainable in the human world. Yes, we all still partied hard, but the vibe 
was lighter. The people were happier. We brought out the better side of each other, and 
although there were still struggles and mistakes, everything was easier with those three. 
My life was shaping up, becoming more enjoyable. These friends helped me to find the 
self-importance I had never known. They became the first accessories on my journey 
back to self-respect. These are the first few of the friends I have today, and they mean 
the world to me. Now, there is Sarah whom we call Boogie due to her moves, Jake who 
is now “doing it executive style,” Hope - his tiny girlfriend, Rachel who is the master 
of hilarious intellect, Lawrence - the best damn guitar player in the South, and Brandon 
whom everyone just cannot help but love. I must also include my still strong childhood 
friends — Jenny and Quaka — who honestly get funnier every time I get the chance of 
seeing them. We are all a funky bunch, but it does not matter: whoever has the problem 
or the party, the rest come running. Other friends I must mention as playing a major role 
in my growth are the four Angles and their niece Whitney who have become my Oxford 
family and have each, in their own way, have touched me deeply.
In my junior year, Mary Margaret and I decided to get out of the state and study 
somewhere else in the U.S. just for a change. Through the National Student Exchange 
Program, Albuquerque, New Mexico, became our home for a semester. Talk about one of 
the dirtiest, most backwards cities in America. Yes, it was beautiful, and many amazing 
people entered my life, but there is no other word to describe that place but “weird.” We 
were two Southern blondes driving a BMW all over the Southwest, and needless to say,
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we stuck out. Sunset at the Grand Canyon, camping in Durango, Colorado, sushi in Santa 
Barbara, California. We were all over the place. Bohemian parties, friendship dances 
with the Sioux Indians. We even managed to make two biker rallies. New Mexico took 
me away from my home security and comfort and helped to educate me in the Mexican 
and Native American cultures, only intensifying my views on my home in the South. 
When I called home not long after we arrived, my parents asked me how campus there 
was different from Ole Miss. I said to them, “Well, at home, all the people look the same 
and all the buildings are different. Here (at UNM), all the buildings look the same and all 
the people are different.” That was New Mexico, a successful challenge in putting myself 
out there in a place so opposite from my home just to see what happens, and at the same 
time, finding out what I really love about Mississippi.
My travels, my friends, my family and my loss and re-gaining of self-respect make up 
the inspiration bank for both my writing and my artwork. My art stems mostly from 
capturing emotion. I am asked often what my “medium” is, but strangely enough, I do 
not have one in particular that I favor. Ceramics and printmaking have been the most 
rewarding yet I love painting and photography. I guess that makes my medium simply 
“multi-media.” Instead of choosing an emphasis in my art major, I chose to take a variety 
of studio courses in order, yet again, to explore everything.
I definitely enjoy abstract art more than realism. I tend to see metaphors for emotion 
more in abstract art than still life or landscape, though I admire those who can perfect 
the reality. Anything real that must be depicted in a “real” or “perfect” way is not me, 
not only in my art but in my life, too. I simply do not have the patience or the interest. 
For example, the potter’s wheel and I do not get along, but hand-building is what I 
love. In printmaking, an edition is making the exact print as many times as possible
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from whatever plate you are working from. I struggled everyday with trying to make 
them identical and almost lost it, while monotypes, unique one-time only prints, became 
a passion. One collagraph titled “Messy Perfection” is one of my more self-revealing 
pieces. I actually printed it several times using different mixtures of colors, but I have 
always felt a certain closeness to the piece.
While in New Mexico, my art focus was on comparing the similarities and differences 
between the Southeast and the Southwest. This also included expressing the feelings I 
was having as a “misplaced” person in New Mexico. My printmaking and photography 
exploded and because of by doing them while I was there, I could capture the immediate 
liberation of how I was feeling. Whether it was a close-up shot of an Indian headdress 
or a doll hanging by her hair from a tree trunk at the Aztec motel, in my photos, I wanted 
to capture what I was finding to be the enchanting world of the Southwest. And now, the 
writing lends itself to memory and stilled moments.
The artwork done when I got back to Mississippi also deals with the memories I left 
behind and the “reverse culture shock” of coming home. So much about the South was 
new to me when I got back. The intensity of the gossip culture of the South blew me 
away. One intaglio print of mine is titled “Gossip Rejection” in hopes of capturing this 
insane virtue of the small town South where words fly around about everybody, and most 
of it, I do not care to hear.
A ceramic piece that has involuntarily become a representation of my thesis is titled, “My 
Nicki.” It is done in the trompe l’oeil method which means “to trick the eye.” My Nicki 
is an almost exact replica of the worn and tom stuffed animal my father passed down to 
me as a child, which means Nicki is about forty-five years old now. In one of my stories 
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in this collection called “Nicki and Me,” I go into more detail as to what he and he-as- 
art mean to me. I call it my “coming home” piece. It displays perfectly the devotion I 
owe to my childhood in getting me to where I am, especially having gone through such a 
reckless self-destruction.
Together, the art and the writing present themselves and can hopefully speak without 
my having to explain anything. The making of this thesis, admittedly, was a struggle, 
not only due to its length or time consumption but due to the content. There have been 
many moments when I considered dropping it all. There have been times when I thought, 
“What am I doing?” Then, usually, “Shit!” But I came this far and knew it must be 
done. One of the many challenges with this type of creative thesis is that it gets personal. 
Before now, no one but my closest friends and family have seen my art. It is hard for me 
to show my art because it is a personal creation, and I sometimes doubt that anyone really 
likes it, but fear they are just telling me that they do to appease my nerves.
This is true with my writing, also, but maybe even more so. When writing about personal 
experience, there is a thin line between real literature and sentimental crap. I am always 
afraid of being cheesy, and with my personality, it is easy to be cheesy. Therefore, I 
apologize for any sentimental weight my thesis bears. Skim over and move on. Plus, 
the content of my writing in this collection is not exactly heartwarming or something to 
read to your four-year-old. It is hard and often serious. I could easily have written about 
making friends, seeing the Grand Canyon for the first time, a winning football game, or 
the now healthy relationship with my parents, but something called me to write about the 
tougher stuff.
All in all, it has been a challenge to pull memories from a hard time in my life. As I
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mentioned early, there were several attempts at writing a story or poem for the thesis 
when I just could not bring myself to do it. Eventually, I hope I can muster up the 
courage to write about these things, but I think they need more time to heal.
The only other problem I encountered was (still is) time balance which I am sure is 
a problem for anyone writing a thesis. To write and revise and revise again is time 
consuming, and often, I felt overwhelmed with everything that had to be done each day 
between my classes, thesis hours and my job. My thesis advisor, Ann Fisher-Wirth, 
truly pushed me in this aspect, and the thesis might not have ever made it without her 
encouragement.
This thesis has made me, or rather forced me, to think about where I came from, why I 
met all those people, how weird and wonderful my family is, and the list will continue to 
grow as I explore. This thesis has made me think harder about the details.
So, my thesis is a compilation of short stories, poems, a few personal essays, and various 
medias of art. What is it trying to prove? It is a thesis of explorations, a self-discovery 
by self-destruction and mostly by experience. The thesis is an art form in itself with 
hopes of expressing the importance of “grounding” and “foundation,’ and how without it, 
one might fall. If anything, it can be a letter or a “roadmap of detours” for my little sister 
who understands me more than anyone else in the world.
I am the person I am today only because I did experience all that I did. God chose me 
to revel in the depths of insanity over and over again. And then you think, and, yes, 
sometimes I think to myself, how could someone like me, a highly educated young 
woman with a loving mother and a successful father and a sound Christian home, me,
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with close, bright friends, me, with everything in the world ahead of me, and with all 
intentions of making it there, ever ever ever have lived what I have lived through and 
managed to keep my head above the water? I just gave you all the answers in that one 
question.
And, of course, it’s not over. I am still young. I am still on the move, and I am still crazy, 
although now, I just know how to handle myself better. Normal is boring, and good art 
usually blooms from a mind dedicated to exploring not only the self but everything and 
everybody that self encounters.
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Did you ask me what my name was?
I am
Raney-Mills Turner 
rain rain like the rain 
that pours on a sunny day rain 
running through the gutter fast hard 
rain rainy day Randy no no no “D” 
just rain today no rain sun sunny happy 
free Mills wind mills whirling with the rush 
of wind swimming atop the grassy hills 
millions and millions of dollars and hills 
a passionate rainfall in the fields 
drop dew drop dew splat 
apat tattering on the wind 
mills each drop a clear dot 
on the wind mill circling 
circling spinning
around everything surreal sweet sweet sweet soft rain turning each blade 
of the wind mill with a special touch hoping never never
will it stop turning Turner turn and turn and turn 
dizzy dizzier fast fast turn
now change me turn Turner.
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I would never tell my mother
I would never tell my mother that I lost my virginity to a coke-head in a pill haze of my 
own when I was nineteen just wanting to see what it felt like, that he used to snort coke 
off my breast and I would let him because it made me feel sexy and beautiful and 
something I had never been before, that I have tripped on acid several times and thought 
that the clouds were all my friends, that they were all lavender and everything else in this 
world was a deeper purple, that I lay down in the front yard to watch them and tried to 
control each cloud. I thought I was in control, but I wasn’t in control of anything at that 
time. I was hanging out with the wrong people and loving them. I was fucking to feel 
good. I was using pills to feel better. I would never tell my mother that I never went to 
class when I was abroad, that 1 called a professor friend in Oxford begging for advice, 
that I didn’t give a shit about class, that all I cared about was having a good time and 
that’s all I did. I would never tell her that I slept with more people that I can count in a 
minor 2 months’ summer without ever using a condom or ever thinking about any kind of 
disease I might pick up or ever understanding that I was a good person and I didn’t need 
meaningless sex with meaningless people to tell me that. I would never tell my mother 
that I met a Welsh boy in Spain with thirteen tattoos, a nose ring, that he was a punk, that 
he was beautiful to me, that he was the closest I have ever felt to being in love. Even to 
this day. I would never tell my mother that I really think he loved me, that we spent a 
week together traveling in Spain and France, that I was traveling alone at first, that I was 
alone at nineteen backpacking. She always thought I had a friend. I would never tell her 
that I made up those friends she thought I was with, that they never existed, that I had to 
lie because she wouldn’t trust me, but should she have trusted me? No, because I was 
acting crazy, but I wanted to. It was all I wanted to do. I would never tell my mother that 
the Welsh boy and I traveled and drank absinthe and smoked hash in public places and 
slept on trains, that I didn’t have a ticket on his train to Biarritz, that they stopped the
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train for me because I didn’t have a ticket but sneaked on anyway and I had to make out 
with the conductor just so they would let me stay on because it was two o’clock in the 
morning. There was no way I was going to get off. I would never tell my mother that we 
made love in the toiletta of the Spanish train while people waited in line and banged on 
the door, that I thought he was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen, that we drank wine under a 
bridge in Biarritz and I sat between his legs and we watched the sunset together and 
talked about Buddhism and atheism and what he didn’t believe, all these things I’d never 
heard before, that he told me that I was the most beautiful person he’d ever been with, 
that he’d never met anyone like me, that we met initially on the Las Ramblas in 
Barcelona, complete opposites of one another, that I never thought anyone like him 
would ever be attracted to anyone like me, that I taught him things about me and my 
background that he’d never heard before, that I know I made an impact on his life, that 
we slept together in a split hostel, boys in one room, girls in the other, but I slept with him 
in the boys’ room because I wanted to and didn’t care and that was all that mattered, us 
being together because we knew we probably never would be again, that he and his friend 
had to leave me in Biarritz and go back to Wales and I had to take a different train back to 
Paris by myself and that I’d never felt so intensely pathetic when he left me, that I 
remember standing there waving and watching his head from the window as he blew me 
a kiss just like those sappy movies that make me want to vomit, but this was real. It was 
not sappy, but it did make me want to vomit only because it made my stomach hurt to 
watch him leave. I went to the bathroom and bawled and gagged and cried because I 
knew I’d never see him again and that he was the first person in my life that had ever 
really made me feel like me. I wrote fourteen pages in my journal about what we did and 
where we were and what we talked about on my ride to Paris and every word I wrote 
tightened my chest. I would never tell my mother that I wrote him a letter in that train 
that day and sent it as soon as I got back, that all I wanted to say to him was that he meant
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something to me, that he made me feel like I’d never felt before, that that was the closest 
I had ever felt to being in love, that it was only fair that I tell him this, that it didn’t matter 
if he ever wrote back. I had to do it. I would never tell my mother that he wrote me back, 
that he wrote me back for three years, that we talked on the phone, that he used to call me 
and tell me his friends thought he was crazy because all he did was talk about his little 
American girl he met in Spain, that he wanted to come see me, that he didn’t have any 
money, that he was a punk with no money and no home. That he had decided to hit the 
streets and live in boxes instead of finding a job, that he had a hit a low point, that this 
was all two years later after our encounter, that he needed me and that I was the only 
thing that kept him going. I would never tell my mother that he finally called again 
months later after his fall and had found his spirituality again, that he had cleaned up his 
life, that he thanked me. Yes, me, little me that had only hung out with him for a week 
three years ago, had made the difference and that he loved me for that, that after that he 
never called again, and we stopped writing as if we had both needed each other for that 
small period of time and now we could just look back on it and love it and smile and wish 
that it could happen again, that sometimes it’s so hard to be yourself, that sometimes you 
meet people in your life that touch something inside that others can’t see or find. I would 
never tell my mother that I slept with a British marine and a British naval officer, that 
every bartender in town knew me by name because I was always there, that I used to stay 
after hours at this piano bar “Fingers” and smoke the craziest hash I’ve ever smoked with 
a man named Guy and just wait until I couldn’t feel my legs or move them or open my 
eyes because I was finally in a place I wanted to be, that I love being anonymous and not 
having the connections and the faces and the names to remember, that sometimes I never 
wanted to come home or see anyone I’d known before ever again, that I felt as if I’d 
finally found people that loved me for me and not for who my daddy was, for who my 
friends were, what my high school was. That I was crazy in that town and all over
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Europe, that I went out in order to find men and try to be with them, because I felt hot for 
the first time in my life, that I needed them to tell me I was beautiful because deep down 
inside I was not. Especially knowing what I had to go back to. I would never tell my 
mother that I was severely depressed that semester I got home, that I hated school, that I 
hated anyone that had to do with my sorority, that I hated the fact that I felt obligated to 
stay there, that I knew I had gained weight, that all I ever did was sit on the couch at my 
friend Richard’s house with a bunch of hippies because it seemed at the time that that was 
the only place I felt comfortable, that I never went to the bar, that I did go to class but I 
didn’t do well because I didn’t care, and I didn’t care really about anybody but my best 
friend and her boyfriend and all of our hippie friends that failed school that semester and 
left town, every last one of them except me. That I really did love them and knew they 
loved me but that I was not healthy or happy and that I didn’t know how to make myself 
happy. I would never tell my mom that I dated that stupid pizza delivery guy from 
Jackson because I wanted to and I didn’t care what she thought, that I dated him for three 
months without telling her or my dad or really anybody and that I used to go stay at his 
parents house in Jackson because he lived there. They were weird and I would stay in his 
bed in his bedroom with them in the house like a slut. I would never tell my mother that I 
rode Harleys at a bike rally out west with a bunch a men I met at the bar that night and 
got to wear their heavy black leather jackets and ride on the back and yell at the world 
that I was good, that I was finally good, that through everything 1 had finally come to the 
conclusion that I was a wonderful person with a lot to offer. 1 would never tell my 
mother that I still secretly enjoy marijuana and I just can’t help it. I would never tell her 
that because she doesn’t understand. I would never tell her that I still like to kiss a lot of 
guys because I am still young and single. I would never tell her that I’m finally above 
having meaningless sex because she’d freak to know I ever did. I would never tell my 
mother all of this because she would freak and send me to rehab or Egypt or Zimbabwe
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and maybe jail. And she’d never believe the confidence I have now after all of that, and 
all the people I’ve met through all of that and all the things I’ve seen and places I’ve been 
and how if it hadn’t have happened the way it did, I simply would not be me. I would 
never tell my mother all of this because she already knows all of it because she is that 
kind of mama who feels everything without having to be told a damn thing.
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ode to the frustration of losing and losing 
and wanting to leave...
















in someone else’s house.
my new camera
lying on the dirt floor of a bar 
i don’t remember.
my darkest pair of jeans 
left in a house, in a car,
or
maybe at his house, in his car.
my only credit card
f 1 a t on some concrete road —
fallen from my open pocket.
my damn left shoe
alone
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somewhere without a partner.
my four pairs of hoop earrings
morning after morning
of wondering 




Belzoni — a s p r i n k le of azaleas
on her stone.
my innocence
lost in a purple house




when I drink 
and I smoke 
and I drink.
my mind
filled with all these things I’ve lost
with all the things I’ve found
with all the thoughts I have
of getting the hell out of here.
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All the Crazy People Painted On the Wall
Who knows what time it was? They’d been there for at least ten beers. At night, time 
was never an hour in our twenty-four hour day, it converted itself to beers, or whiskey 
drinks, or whatever the special was. The Delta Dunces were in the city for that fine 
Friday night in November. They were a bluegrass band, and as we all know, Southerners 
often obsess over bluegrass.
New generation “hippies” were always there, waving their arms in the air like the men in 
orange at the airport that guide each plane to its gate, except some of these people would 
lose control, convulsing their bodies as if they were trying to shake something out that 
was stuck somewhere in the middle of all their organs. I refer to the word “hippies” in 
quotation marks because I’m not really sure if these people really know what a real hippie 
was back in the day, and maybe I don’t either, but these people really believe they are 
hippies and I guess that’s all that really matters - believing you are something. And, yes, 
every once in a while I would let loose, too, but I think I prefer the blues.
There were two bars in this one bar. Entering into a split-level room with burgundy walls 
and egg-yellow trim, Carolina Clyde scanned vintage signs and early attic findings that 
were nailed randomly all over the place, crooked as if some of the partying in there had 
once or twice actually shaken the art on the walls. Curvy figures of abstract fauve-style 
people were painted directly on some of the walls and the bathroom doors—the artist’s 
sweeping brush strokes swinging the bodies as if they too had gotten a little shaken up at 
the party.
In the next room, the cowboy-clad band was setting up, and some of the more musically 
elite people were standing by the stage salivating over the dudes that were about to
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perform. Everyone busied themselves with their drinks before the music started. 
Carolina stood at the bar in thought.
/ wonder where Emily is and who the hell this guy is talking to me I have no clue what 
he's talking about How did he get on the subject of worms come on! Another beer 
please mr. bartender over here I’m never going to get his attention with this weirdo 
blabbing away Okay yes go on find your friends good idea bye bye nice to meet you.
Carolina was wearing a vintage green, rusty brown, and creme button down — sexy collar, 
buttons left open to show the skin between her breasts. Her hair was long and auburn, 
thick and soft so that any move she made, it moved with her hip as an enticer. People 
always told her that her hair looked like the girl’s hair on the Pantene commercials, you 
know, at the end of the commercial when she leans back and her fantastic hair fans across 
the TV screen shining more than any magnolia leaf in the Mississippi sun ever thought 
about shining. Well, it didn’t really look like this, but she believed it did, and once again, 
as long as she believes she’s something.
He saw her standing with one elbow propped on the edge of the bar facing the crowd, the 
other hand gripped ‘round a whiskey drink, her lazy mascara-ed eyes checking her scene.
Damn, she's hot She's young I like that I’m going to buy her a drink and see what 
happens.
He walked over as soon as she turned to flash her money and her smile at the bartender, 
leaning over, her shirt pressed between the bar and her stomach, just enough for her shirt 
to pull tight and more open, just enough to get his attention.
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“Hey there, beautiful,” he said. She really is beautiful a little pudgy but cute Damn her
eyes
Her hair swung as she turned to eye him. She was homy, and he was good-looking 
enough and tall. He had messy bed hair, and she liked it. Southern girls all had a thing 
for those boys with messy curls. His eyes were small and green, his dimple deadly to the 
female psyche — especially Carolina’s, hers being a drunk female psyche.
Heeeey, she said. Long and drawn out. She said it the way the prostitutes do, one hand 
on her hip, a small shake of the ass, a tilt of the head, and that smile he had noticed 
already.
He is pretty hot I mean at least he's not saying “it was the shit” every other sentence like 
the other dude I wonder where the hell Emily is? I haven’t seen her in four drinks Come 
on and buy me a drink
“My name is Walker. How are you doing on beer, darlin’?” he said smiling lustfully at 
her.
After this, everything went as planned. You’ve all heard this story before. Haven’t you? 
She went home with him. They got high and slept naked together and pretended for a 
few hours that they were in love. Why not? Sometimes you have to believe that love 
comes in all different shapes and sizes and time allotments, whether it’s a hug from the 
sweet old lady at the Chevron or a cold beer when it is most needed.
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Carolina woke up having lost a little bit of everything, her cell phone, the antique 
cigarette case her brother had given her, her credit card (again), and a large chunk of self- 
respect, too. His nose was bleeding, and once they got it to stop, he said he’d take her 
home.
They saw each other once or twice around town over the next few years, but that was it. 
The “hippies” kept on searching for that perfect bluegrass song - the one that actually 
went to the rhythm of their convulsive jig. All the other people at the bar that night 
would go on drinking, go back to that same bar and do the same thing they did that night, 
or maybe not ever go back at all. The Delta Dunces would keep playing for as long 
as people would listen. It was all okay, too, because, like I said before as long as they 
believe they are something, as long as one day they would all realize that they were more 
than just real-life copies of those crazy loose people painted on the walls, as long as one 
day they started believing that they were something - good.
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The Antique Platter I Stole, and Lent, and Threw
Taken from a bathroom wall, a blur in the whirl of sex-driven young people, drinking to 
feel loose, smoking to die. You are the rebellion I cannot suppress, old and brown, tired 
and frustrated, worn and stolen. You wear your history as scratches and thinned paint. You 
are hard, simple, stubborn - smooth brushstrokes of maroons, dark greens and once-shiny 
golds. You are the smooth carpet for the light, the candles - one quick and careless exertion 
of hot breath or cold words, and the flame is no more.
All I needed was you to prove my point - for you to be the bearer of all truths and the shame 
of all hurtful tongues. I needed you to show her this, but instead you became evidence, a 
confiscated weapon in the murder of the heart. Why you must stay away from me, holding 
the light for the other people - the ones that forgot how to smile without looking odd, is 
something 1 cannot answer. You will always be the tray of light - a perfect oval, a flattened 
planet - the center of my own universe and someone else’s dining room table.
I hate that it must be this way. She places a yellow pill in the center of her tongue; reaches 
for the glass of water; brings it to her mouth; it’s cold now; swallow. 1 hope it helps, I say. 1 
hate that she feels so strongly about who she wants me to be, but she cannot see the person 
she is pretending to be. 1 am sorry 1 threw you out in the parking lot the other day. She 
pulled my jacket, and I panicked. 1 decided to let her keep you. One less antique platter, 
one less old friend.
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Ode to the Male Species
You are weird 
and shady 
like the cat 




The Laughter of Someone Else’s Dream
I woke up on Jacob’s couch this morning, fully dressed in what I wore out last night, 
scuffed heels, and swollen eyes caked with mascara. I woke up to my best friend on 
the other stained blue corduroy couch, her head next to mine, laughing. Yes, she was 
laughing with her eyes closed, still asleep. What in the hell are you laughing at? I asked 
out loud, my eyes still crossed and closed, the back of my head almost vibrating it hurt 
so bad. My dream, she said, I’m laughing in my dream. What a wonderful way to wake 
up. To someone laughing at nothing but something that isn’t even real; if only all dreams 
could be that way: distant and distorted. Some of us wake up laughing and have no idea 
why we are laughing because we aren’t happy at all in reality but something triggers 
happiness in our dream world. We need dreams to keep us alive, to keep us from thinking 
that our own reality is too overwhelming to entail any type of laughing.
I managed to pound six or seven beers early at Jacob’s. It was Thursday night, and 
everybody was in the same trance, the kind of trance one finds after a rough week of 
clocking in all-day hours, only being able to get things done in the afternoon, once I’d 
kick my hangover. There is only so much a twenty-five-year old single woman can do 
in a college town except join in. Thursday nights in college were what made the week 
worthwhile, and I had learned to prolong this practice. I figured out that one day I’d 
wake up and realize my body couldn’t handle it anymore.
We all met at Jacob Lancaster’s house — the coolers and refrigerators already filled with 
cold Budweiser, Heather in the kitchen making some cheese stew of hers that I would 
never eat because it’s fattening and considering my love for Budweiser, I have to choose.
I had a guy come up to me a couple weekends ago, ask if he knew me somehow, and 
then charmingly drop the comment that any girl drinking a Budweiser was a woman after 
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his own heart. Flattered as I was, we chatted all night and kissed later on. Of course, I 
haven’t heard from him since, but what’s new? I guess I’ll just keep drinking Budweiser. 
I have to. Jacob and the other boys of mine won’t even let me drink light beer at their 
houses. They say it’s uncharacteristic and lame.
Walking to the bar is always interesting. Shouts echo through this college town each 
night - both cheers and frustrations. I think sometimes people have to yell, holler, 
scream, whatever, just to remind themselves that they really do love the town and their 
existence in the town.
Edwardo's was the bar of choice. The powerful woman I was entered the bar, displayed 
my age, winked at the bouncer, yeah, he was feeling it, too. Black panels offset the 
mustard walls, and abstract Pollack-esque paintings of lipstick reds, disco yellows, and 
greens were framed in the blackness. I moseyed mainly to scan the crowd but noticed that 
each painting was titled an emotion. Ecstasy, Isolation, Silence, and Peace were the only 
four I read. The bar was, as usual, crazy-packed. The town was small, so my saunter 
from the bouncer to the bar was always chatter-filled. Hey Barry. How are you doing? 
Yeah yeah. Hey Jane and Bill and guy that looks really familiar, and girl that thinks she 
knows me but doesn’t.
I stood waiting for my Bud when I overheard the couple next to me. She was on the 
verge of tears or vomiting, one. I tried to catch his face in the mirror behind the liquor 
bottles. Typical couple. Brunette jock hottie meets empty-brained bony yell-talker. I 
heard him say he didn’t like her wearing the piece of cloth I had already noticed was 
drawing many eyes from other males in the room. She just kept repeating that he needed 
to calm down, baby, calm down, baby. Sometimes I wonder what is really going on in a
45
girl like that’s head. I think some people conform to a pathetic life state in relationships 
when they just don’t see past the idea of the relationship, not even caring to recognize the 
lack of connection clouding their feelings.
Something about holding the red and blue made you feel powerful. It was already late, 
and I eyed the peoples as they floated - floated, not step to step, but just a float that 
somehow went along to the rhythm of the voices and the music pounding through the 
smoke, lingering in and out of the beer bottles, and sometimes entering our bodies.
Jacob bought me a shot of Jagermeister, and we laughed at the poor soul we’d just seen 
trip or temporarily pass out or lose balance. The guy was hollering and walking and 
raising his arm to throw a high five at somebody he’d just passed, when he somehow 
broke his grace and fell, face-planting on the shiny wooden floors.
I was feeling it, feeling good, drunk, yes, but good, like when you finish a huge project 
at work or when you get a phone call from a missing friend. By this point, I was flat 
out soggy: soggy drunk that you can only feel in the South. Again, why not? If it helps 
the attitude, then there is nothing wrong with it. If it feels good, do it, right? I was 
floating from person to person, acquaintance to acquaintance, hey, how you doing, great, 
wonderful, hadn’t seen you in forever, you doing good, tell me about you, hey, how you 
doing, great, I’m great, I’ve been working my ass off, who cares, oh hey, haven’t seen 
you in years, you look great, good to see you, great, wonderful, I’m great, I swear. Over 
and over and over again. It’s okay when you’ve been drinking though because you don’t 
really remember half of what the other person says or really anything about what you 
said, and you automatically assume that this person is not going to remember talking to 
you anyway. Since I’d gotten out of school, my personal life consisted of nothing but
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boring conversations from work and loose conversations at the bar. Unfortunately, this 
particular nightlife was mainly a younger crowd. Eighty-five percent of this crowd out on 
a Thursday night are blacked out by eleven o’clock anyway. At times, I think about what 
I could have possibly said to everyone I used to talk to at the bar - all the promises and 
the rationalizations and stupidities. I just know that this night I was being funny, which 
is great, I guess. I mean, at least, 1 felt funny. Maybe it was my composure, or lack of 
composure, that was so funny, but who cares? I was having the best time making people 
laugh.
I felt him walk in. Yes, Cochran Birch. At the time, I was bullshitting with some guy 
who was a runner for a law firm in town. He’d come in to where I work to deliver a box 
or a letter, and he’d flirt with me for a minute, always made me feel good, but he really 
wasn’t very interesting as a person, in general. So, we were bullshitting about something, 
yet another conversation that I’ll never remember. And then I felt Cochran touch my 
shoulder. I knew it was him because of his touch, his sexy, sexy touch.
Cochran was this guy I had been hooking up with for about a month, everything casual, 
everything normal, no commitment, exactly what I needed, major crush on him. He was, 
of course, gorgeous, especially his voice. I don’t know why him speaking really did it 
to me but I think it was the way he moved his eyes. He had these intense green eyes 
and after we’d kiss, I always wanted to lift the heel of my shoe in the air like the girdle- 
waisted actresses in the black and white movies. His brown curls were always messy, 
and he was a small guy, somewhat on the preppy side, always did voices from black 
comedies, always making everybody laugh. I love that about guys, especially when you 
are the person they care about entertaining the most. It’s an aspect of charm that will 
forever get me, even now, ten years later. I think I’m attracted to the Saturday Night Live
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characteristic of some men. I can’t help it. If they can do voices well, then I’m pretty 
much hooked. I just love being flirted with in a funny voice, weird trait, I know. I hadn’t 
heard from him in a few days but really didn’t think anything about it. After the date we 
had last week, everything was perfect. Perfect is a huge word, but it was just that. There 
was never an awkward silence, and we just had good fun. He was one of the smarter 
guys I dated back then, and it was easy to talk to him, nice to talk to him. Apparently, 
this perfection was something 1 had imagined, something maybe I had dreamt, something 
that was not real. In this one dream, I wasn’t laughing. 1 was awake and being laughed 
at - just didn’t realize it.
So, he tapped me, and it was he and his adorable self, and we hugged and smiled and did 
the whole how’s-your-night-going-conversation that is unavoidable, and not two minutes 
into our encounter did he shock the hell out of me. The conservation went loosely as 
follows: I don’t think we need to see each other anymore. I have some issues I need to 
deal with. What? Please don't get upset with me. I don't mean to hurt you. Please don't 
get upset. I’m not upset - confused, yes, but not upset. I just have problems. What’s 
going on, Cochran? Are you okay? / have been so shady lately. I haven’t called you 
all week. I haven’t really left my house. Please don’t get upset. What? Was all I could 
say. What was he talking about? My insides all felt strained, and it felt like my bra was 
squeezing my lungs and heart into one uptight hormonal ball. What? Please don’t get 
upset. I know you can’t understand, but I can’t handle a relationship right now. I never 
said I wanted a relationship. / know but that's what it’s becoming. Please don't get upset. 
Upset? How could I get upset? I don’t want to be your girlfriend. We were just having 
fun. Is that too much to ask? I know, that's how it started. I can’t do it. Please don’t get 
upset.
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I was in such drunk shock that for once, in my drinking career, I felt like I might not be 
able to hold my own, that I really might not be able to stand up any longer. I said that 
I wasn’t upset. Why did he keep asking that? I felt small and out of control. Upset? 
No. Frustrated? Ultimately. Okay, maybe both. I felt sick to my stomach, and I believe 
I really had heartache. I always did this to myself. I’d get wrapped up in one guy and 
fantasize that one day we could actually fall in love. I guess that was always pretty 
hopeless, but I couldn’t help but dream about one day finding the kind of love old couples 
talk about. Anyway, I was dreaming the wrong dream again, and I hated it because 
dreaming was really the only time, at that point in my life, when I felt alive, when I felt 
at peace. I don’t even know how the rest of our short conversation went, but that was 
the gist of it - that we couldn’t see each other anymore, that we couldn’t lie naked in 
the mornings and talk about stupid little ideas we’d created, or the weird things we’d 
experienced, or my crazy toe, his unabashed love for pills, whatever, just that we couldn’t 
talk, period, that it was over. I raised both my hands, pursed my lips, and widened my 
eyes, tossed him a sighing smile, trying to hold back the tears, but more to say that he 
needed to walk away before he hurt me more. Walk away. Walk away. Walk away, and 
he did - straight out of the bar. Goodbye.
So he had issues. I knew this from the beginning. He’d been to re-hab a year or two 
back, and we had already talked about this. He still, as I mentioned before, had a 
tendency to eat pills occasionally, and we had already talked about this. Neither of us 
wanted commitment, and we had already talked about this. Therefore, I was lost. I had 
dreamt this sweet dream, and now I couldn’t figure out if I had ever dreamt it or if maybe 
it had been real, but that it hadn’t happened to me - it was some other girl and this guy 
named Cochran.
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I turned around to my best friend. She grabbed my arm and said, You okay? Sure, I 
squeezed out, I’m fine, biting my lip. No, you aren’t. Talk. She said. I just shook my 
head. She said, Talk, again. I gave her a brief rundown of the surprising blow I had just 
received, still in shock of it really having happened to me, just blurting out what he had 
just said as that stupid tearful pool flooded the comers of my eyes. Her eyes were big 
and in complete concentration. We were both hammered, and usually that makes things 
better, but I was tom apart. She didn’t know what to say. I didn’t either, so I raised 
my right arm, and hollered, Shots! And walked myself to the bar and ordered three 
Jagermeister shots, one for me, one for her, and one for this random guy she was talking 
to, just to include him in case he’d seen any bit of hurt on my face. And yes, one more 
Budweiser, thank you, bartender. In my enamored dream-like, drunken, shit-on-myself 
state, I grabbed the shot glasses a little too quickly. One of them flew, not fell, but flew 
from the bar counter, splattering thick brown liquid all over my jeans, all over the bar 
counter, and almost all over the grinning old man sitting at the end of the bar with his 
scotch. The golden lighting in the bar gave the liquor an amber sheen in the glasses. The 
lit faces of all the people flashed past me, swishing by — foosh, foosh, foosh — as I ambled 
back to the table. She looked at me with extreme pity, but knew I’d be okay. Shots, she 
said, alright. Well, if that’s what it takes. Yes. Yes. Yes. Down my throat, right past 
my heart. All I was trying to do was loosen whatever was making my bra so tight. And 
that was that. That was the end of my “relationship” with Cochran and the beginning 
of a new stage of the night. It wasn’t the normal “oops, I’m hammered again” type of 
intoxication, it was the deliberate “intoxication of the self.”
Next, I remember dancing in Jacob’s den with his girlfriend to some bumping rap music, 
dancing like 1 was the hired entertainer, like I could dance, like I wasn’t really having a 
hard time keeping my balance, like my heart really didn’t hurt. I don’t remember actually 
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going into Jacob’s bathroom to use it. I just remember losing my balance and falling, 
nailing the back of my head on his porcelain sink. Yes, this was the climax, or anti­
climax, if you will. I may as well have asked somebody to pop me in the back of my head 
with a two by four. I truly can’t imagine what it would have felt like sober. Thankfully, I 
never passed out. It never bled. I just stumbled out and asked for aspirin. I was a mess. 
I felt like a mess. Why did it have to happen this way? This is when my heart decided 
not to live in my chest anymore. It hurt too much to stay there. It just migrated to the 
back of my head, right behind my brain, just in case I tried to ignore it.
So now, we are back to this morning, when I woke up on the couch at my buddy’s house, 
still drunk, to the laughter of someone else’s dream. All I could do was hold the back of 
my head as its own heartbeat boomed. Let’s get out of here, I said to her, and we left. 
Drunk and tired and hurting in more ways than one.
How could he have done that to me? I was cool. I use the term “cool” in saying that 
1 didn’t think I was like the other girls. I did nothing wrong but give him some love, 
some listening, some affection. I didn’t call every day to see what he was doing. I didn’t 
nervously await him to call me. I didn’t have time for a boyfriend. I told him that. We 
were clear, so I thought. It was all fun and games, right? I didn’t want to be that girl 
that obsesses so I was “cool” and didn’t obsess. I just loved this new friend of mine, and 
it just happened that we liked to kiss each other. Can someone hold you in bed the way 
he did and not feel anything? The way he woke me up kissing my back, telling me that 
he loved to watch me sleep, the way his foot snuggled up next to mine. It just all felt so 
real and slow and right. We connected. He had said I was the kind of person he wanted 
to wake up to every morning, that the reason his foot snuggled with mine was because 
he wanted to touch me with every part of his body that he could, that kissing me in the
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morning was beautiful to him because then he could think about me the rest of the day. 
Why did he tell me these things? He had issues. He didn’t want me to be upset.
He told me because he needed my love just as I needed his, but he knew it wasn’t me he 
really needed. It was sanity and self-respect, and I realize now that I, too, was searching 
for the same thing.
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Keep On Keepin’ On
On our way home from the bar one humid night a few years ago in Oxford, Mississippi, 
Carson passed out in the car, absolute drool-on-the-cheek passed out with a brown- 
glassed whiskey drink that he’d unconsciously stolen from the bar tilted in between his 
legs. Now, Avery Carson was not just your ordinary dude that passed out in the backseat 
of the car because he drank a little bit more than the rest of you did at the bar. He’s no 
weakling. People never really knew his first name. He was just Carson, the funny short 
dude with the country accent who never turned down a cigarette, even though he claimed 
to hate them. He claimed it a waste “considerin’ the price of smokes in these here times 
we live in.” He was just not exactly the sharpest tack in the box, compliments of my 
mother.
Built like the Tasmanian devil with what he calls “gelled-to-the-left” hair and a lazy 
man’s red beard — Carson had created his look. He was short just like Taz with mad 
muscles in his shoulders. Always wanting to talk about this chick he tried to charm at the 
gym, about the light beer he tried but couldn’t bring himself to drink but one, randomly 
about carrot juice and if any of us had tried it, about whatever you wanted to talk about 
- just as long as there was talking. Short, stocky, red-bearded and nice as hell. Alright, 
maybe he resembles Elmer Fudd rather than Taz.
So, Carson passed out in the car, and none of us could make him budge. I slowly 
removed his drink, half of it already a darkened amoeba shape on his right khaki thigh. 
Melissa straddled him and shoved her boobs in his face. Carson loved boobs. He didn’t 
move. Douglas poured beer in his shoe. He didn’t move. I tried to roll him out the door 
frame and into the grass, but just picture pulling a dead bull out of a box. That’s what it 
felt like. That’s what it looked like. We unanimously decided, and I’m sure most soberly 
54
decided, that Carson should just be left in the car. We would lock the door -- and he’d 
be able to get out whenever he arose from what I call an absolute dead-to-the-world 
comatose, and yes, we did check for his heartbeat first. The other four of us, including 
the beer, went inside the house and waited for late night to start. No more Carson tonight. 
Unfortunately, nobody thought about him at all the rest of the night.
Rob Noblin, another friend of ours, stormed into my room hollering something about 
keys and shook me so hard out of my dreams that morning that I thought I was having a 
wreck on the highway for beds. Probably a bit drunk and definitely disoriented, I noticed 
I still had on my blue jeans I wore out, and then why was Rob in my room? I had not 
even seen Rob out the night before and now he was in my bedroom, fully-clothed, I 
might add. I need your keys, he said. I remember saying out loud, “Oh-shit-Carson,” as 
if it was one word.
It was July in Mississippi, about 100 degrees outside, and a few degrees hotter inside a 
black car parked on the black pavement. Carson and his plainness of mind had not been 
able to find the unlock button directly in the middle of the car with a small white lock-n- 
key painted directly on a black background for all to see clearly. Rob and I ran outside, 
both laughing sympathetically and a little drunkenly, at our poor ole buddy sweating in 
the car. Did I mention that he was sweating? Every inch of his clothing was sopping 
with sweat, his periwinkle blue polo now royal blue, his khakis looking as if the last 
night’s whiskey spilt amoeba shape had multiplied, and his pitiful eyes were streaked 
with veins of red and blue.
The inside of the car reeked of the human body for days. It was killing me, so I reached 
up under all of the seats to make sure a piece of fruit or an old ketchup packet hadn’t 
fallen into the depths of darkness through the cracks. My hand touched a bottle full of
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warm water. I pulled it out only to discover that it looked like apple juice, or a blend of 
some sort. I started gagging and tossed it across the bushes to the neighbors’ yard. My 
sweet friend Carson had used an old water bottle to relieve himself in the moment of his 
captivity and had either forgotten to tell me about it or simply had forgotten.
I haven’t seen the guy in over a year, but he used to sit at my house everyday and speak 
his own version of redneck Spanish. I can still see him rising from the old vintage yellow 
chair, grabbing the bill of his hat, twisting the cap on his head, fingering each belt loop 
on his sides to situate his britches, then saying “Bwenose nochez, chicas, I’m out like a 
burrito” and walk out the big red door. We’d all laugh and know he’d be back tomorrow.
Recently, Douglas said that Carson was living with his parents again, that he was twenty­
seven and living with his parents again. Apparently he took a job at the Camou-Sutra, a 
camouflage shop for sexy men, and one day decidedly did not show up. He was dating 
the old girl who worked at the “Video-Tan-and-Go.” She had a four-year-old kid. His 
parents helped pay for the kid. Nobody knew if he was selling drugs or doing drugs, but 
everybody knew Avery Carson wasn’t smiling like he used to.
I just sat there and watched a slide show in my head of Carson, of him dancing on top of 
the coffee table in the den to Prince’s “Kiss,” of finding him passed out on the kitchen 
floor with a blanket bound around his upper body — his shorts telling the secret that he 
had again relieved himself in some sort of hypnogogic stupidity, of him waking up the 
morning after my twenty-first birthday bash with a black eye and not remembering what 
had happened, of him comforting me in my alcohol-heightened moments of self-need 
with his short, thick arm weighing on my shoulder and his country ass voice saying, 
“Darlin’, you just gotta keep on, keep on, keep on, keepin’ on” and that is all that I could 
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think of — that I knew Avery Carson would be fine, that somehow he would always “keep 
on, keep on, keepin’ on.”
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Ralph: the Delta Blackbird 
(the worst poem ever written)
Swoop. Change direction. Swoop.
Swoop. Swoopydoop...swoop 
like the blackbird.
Swoop with pride because everybody’s watchin’.
When you’re a blackbird, 
it’s hard to make a livin’.
If only I were a horse, 
I could make a killin’.
So help me God, 
I’m tired of flyin’.
I wish I was a’racin’ 
in the land of bluegrass, 
so there. You can 
kiss my blackbird ass.
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Simple as a Bison Stick
Acacia was driving my car, and I was in the passenger seat snapping pictures of the 
pinkest yellow sunset I have ever seen. The greyed highway reached out before us and 
behind us, splitting our sandy desert scene into our left world and our right. Heading 
south, the sun painted itself across the sky, swirled itself into shades of Indian blanket 
fuchsia, smoked salmon, and wisteria - all blended on a periwinkle canvas - the sun, 
this master painter. Prince powered the radio, and the colors encircled our tiny black car, 
whirling around us as we rode—the music melting our bodies in looseness. We were 
dancing and flailing our arms out the windows, widening our fingers in hopes of feeling 
these colors.
Both of us laughing loudly and demonically, her face gleaming yellow in the street light, 
our car crunching gravel as it knocked the floorboard. We parked at a wooden shack 
gas station in this tired trucker-sleeping city and tried to suppress the silly laughter. The 
squared-off tiles on the floor morphed into a quilt, a puffy stuffed quilt. Walking on this 
quilt made of air to the beat I’d heard in the car, I could feel the world’s roundness for the 
first time. It was round, and 1 was walking on it — this round earth of mine. Laughing 
and thinking about cigarettes, unable to convey my need, I grinned at the grey-headed 
man behind the counter and pointed at the box I wanted.
Acacia, standing next to me on this quilted tile, still laughing, picked up a stick of jerkey 
from the crumb-sprinkled counter, and read the label aloud - Bison Stick. Our eyes 
turned towards the other, and 1 questioned seriously and aloud - So, it's a stick of bison 
meat? Could it be so simple?
Sticks of bison, rounded floors, and Prince throwing a concert in the back of my brain.
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The two of us opened our car doors simultaneously and slouched down into the warm 
leather seats. Smiling, I ignited the engine and reversed, slowly popping gravel. Dark 




Saving Nameless Babies in Amish Towns
We arrived in this Amish town. I have no idea where we were, somewhere in Utah? 
Maybe? That’s my only guess, but we were there to save the baby. The baby was an 
African American baby with no name, and God, or somebody important, called me and 
wanted me to save the nameless baby in this Amish town. I resided for the weekend in 
this underground hut. The ceiling in my mud-made room was nothing but roots. I could 
look at the ceiling and find all these designs, and couldn’t help but want to draw them.
I tried to draw them, that is, in my dirt floor, but waves of water kept deleting them, 
rushing in and erasing my root drawings and covering my own body - making it hard to 
breathe every time. But each time this happened, the wave left me dry. Who knows? I 
was dry with no drawings. So, my friend Jenny came in to tell me the plan - the plan of 
saving the African American nameless baby in this Amish town.
There was a school in town, in this Amish town, a high school. It was the Jacoborial 
High School. I remember the name being painted crooked in green on the front of the 
plain white façade of this schoolhouse. Jenny said we had to disguise ourselves. We 
were to trade places with these two girls in high school - Debra and Brenda. I did not 
know these people, but Jenny said we were to meet up in the girl’s restroom at 11 a.m. 
to trade places. In order for me to be Debra, I had to wear a blue sequined eighties-style 
cocktail dress and a black rock star wig. I found this odd considering my knowledge of 
Amish people, but whatever I could do to save this nameless baby in this Amish town.
I remember having to hurry, faster, faster. I didn’t know where Jenny was, but there was 
another girl there. I guess she didn’t have a name either, but she was going to help me 
look like Debra. Once I put the black wig on, she said, “Debra, Rocky will so go out 
with you now. He loves crazy black hair on women.” Okay, I thought. I must really
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look like Debra, and I’d love to meet Rocky. It was time to go back to class, but this girl 
insisted that we go grab some fried chicken from the gas station to take to class. Okay, 
whatever, I figured she knew more about what our plan was than I did. So we ran, in our 
dresses, to this shack of a hut that read "Are you chicken?” in messy red paint on the side 
of the roof. An old black woman handed us a bucket of chicken and winked at me as if 
she knew our secret mission. Maybe she knew we were trying to save the nameless baby 
in this Amish town.
Well, we carried the chicken back to class. The game plan was for me to raise my hand 
whenever 1 knew an answer to a question and try to answer wrongly. Okay, that should 
be easy. Just answer wrong. And when the teacher leaves the room, as they said she 
would, once she gave us a writing assignment, I was to get up and walk to the back of the 
room and open this vault where the baby was supposedly being stashed. This all sounded 
so strange. Why was the baby in the vault? Who put it there? I didn’t even know if it 
was a baby girl or a baby boy, but I had to get it out of the town. As soon as the teacher 
left, 1 ran up to the vault, everybody probably wondering what I was doing, opened it 
quite easily, and grabbed the nameless naked black baby boy - yes, it was a boy for sure.
Jenny appeared in the door frame of the classroom, and said, “Come on, the carriage is 
outside!” The carriage was outside when we got outside. There was a windstorm, and 
my black wig kept twisting on my head so that I could hardly see through the sticky 
strands in my face, but I did have the nameless baby in my arms. There were already 
four people in the carriage. Everything moved so fast, and with those strands in my face 
and the fact that I thought I would wet my pants any given minute, I have no idea what 
any of these other people look like. Except for Jenny though, and she looked different. 
She had on an auburn wig with a red one-shoulder cocktail dress.
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We raced out of this Amish town in this carriage. It was definitely like the movies, riding 
up on two wheels, taking turns. The townspeople acted as if they didn’t see us, which is 
good, I’m assuming, since we were rescuing this nameless baby who had been hidden in 
a vault in a high school classroom. We rode on out of town. We had saved the nameless 
African American baby in that Amish town. I don’t know where we went after this, but 




I complain of a pain 
in my uterus 
as it beats, stomach 
swelling 
and shrinking 
like a frog breathing 
under a picnic blanket 
or a dog breathing 
in a nightmare.
Dr. Huxtable runs in to help 
me because you know, 
he is a gynecologist.
We enter a red square 
of a room with a red square 
bed in the middle.
A blue-eyed child he calls Elaine 
runs in apologizing for my stomach, 
my throbbing uterus.
It's not your fault, little girl.
The doctor diagnosed me 
with a chronic memory stuck 
in my uterus 
that I need to release.
He told me to hug sad Elaine, 
and when I reached for her, 
the smell of grape popsicles — 
the scent of the kudzu blossoms— 
filled the air around us.
I knew her, but had forgotten how.
She would not stop 
saying she was sorry, 
and as I went to touch her again, 
she disappeared.
Now, every time 1 smell the kudzu, 
my uterus swells 
and 1 yearn to see her face.
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the wet highway, 
steam slow dancing 
in the heat 
from the black pavement, 
my German car 
rushing 
fast toward
the Washington Monument 
four red cars creeping 
up behind me, 
headlights haunting 
my mirror 
like eight evil 
eyeballs, 
as I accelerate, 





A perky redhead 
twirling her cherry - 
a poison picture of Eve.
The burly bald man 
with lusting grey eyes 
like wet and salty raw oysters.
Sweaty suited man, 
vacant colorless eyes — 




You stand there tall 
and white - a perfect 
styrofoam cup holding 
blackness. Black. Blink once 
and everything is moving 
in my cup.
Large pieces of crystal 
ice floating like diamonds 
through the thick darkness 
of my tasty drink. Floating 
peacefully.
My tongue 
to the foam rim 
while pieces of ice bump 
my lip as I swallow down 
more and more and more 
of this whiskey dream 
and begin to feel 






I am Sky Jackson. I love my name. I am a sky watcher. Alone. With friends. In 
the morning. In the afternoon. In the middle of the night. In my mind. Anywhere I am. 
My mother named me Sky because she is one of the few people who know that the sky 
with its incredible pallet of colors is one of God’s most rewarding gifts. “I mean, honey, 
look up there. It’s like somebody paints a new mural every time you walk outside.” 
She’s right. I was almost Eleanor Rigby, so I love my name.
Almost five years since my near-mental-collapse, I am twenty-four years old. I 
have an overdose of curly brown hair. It drives me crazy, worrying about what it could 
get caught on, what might be living in the depths of all the puff. Once, I dyed my hair 
blue, and all my mother could say was, “Don’t think you’re coming home with that hair.” 
I have blue eyes like my father, but when I see a magical whirl of purples and pinks, he 
sees the ocean. My parents are true Southerners. Happily living among others, they love 
the lives they’ve made. They love each other. They love Alabama, but they don’t want to 
see past it. It is one thing I don’t think I’ll ever be able to understand. And I am the one 
thing 1 don’t think they’ll ever be able to understand.
I love Alabama. 1 love being from Alabama. I hate being of Alabama. I want to 
see and see and see until there is nothing left to see. My heart screams to go and go and 
leave and find. It’s a constant battle between mind and heart. Go. Leave. Stay. Wait. 
Go. Now. Wait.
I am writing to tell you of my personal survival. One year of my life that could 
have ruined the rest. One year of my life. A blur of passing moments that changed me 
forever.
It was hard. It was fun. It was smoky. It was fast. It was breath-halting. It was 
crazy. It was me.
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High school over, I was ready for a new life. College presented the only option: 
do whatever the hell you want and have no regrets. And that I did.
A hazy hell. I drank enough to drown the entire American Army. Joints were 
buddies, friends that were always there. Pills were simply little happies, a faster, surer 
way of getting wasted. Sex was easy, but I still practiced as much as possible. No lies 
here — I have no regrets. 1 was smiling and crying all the time, at the same time.
That year, 1 lost my virginity. I swept Europe alone. I ate acid for the first time. I 
dated a coke addict. One of my best friends had a mental breakdown and tried to attack 
me. Two others registered with the rehabilitation center. I was seeing and experiencing 
and learning. The world took his thick rainbowed arms and shook the hell out of me. I 
never lost my mind. I only misplaced it. I’d love to say I’d do all it again. Never.
Burying myself in all of this, my confidence slipped. I lost contact with Me. I 
forgot that I was special, too. 1 knew I wasn’t happy. I didn’t feel as if I’d ever find a 
place. I started giving myself away.
January 6, 2001:
Everyone is back. Christmas is over. I went out last night and rekindled my 
energies. Everyone went to Taft’s house. Before entering, I glanced up at the sky. All 
purples. Lavender clouds were creeping across the deep purple sky, moving slowly, 
watching, a storm coming perhaps. I opened the yellow front door to his yellow brick 
house with all knowledge of what I’d find inside. Taft yelled from the kitchen that he 
loved me and he loved the world and he loved beer. He was gone already. Mitch and 
Eliza were one twisted pretzel at the end of the ugly brown vinyl couch. Two guys I did 
not know were passing the longest joint I had ever seen back and forth and laughing. The 
television was showing “Animal Planet” but only the coffee table and all of its ashtrays 
were watching. The Beatles belted something about living in a yellow submarine, and
77
the irony made me laugh. People were walking by, tapping me on the head, shuffling 
my hair. Occasionally, a guy friend would act as if he were going to hug me and then 
throw me over his shoulder and walk around singing some stupid song about catching 
the biggest fish. Another guy I’d never seen popped a beer bottle top straight across 
the room and handed the beer to me. 1 lit a cigarette and Taft walked up saying, “Open 
your mouth, baby.” I did, and a small pill landed on my tongue. Beer bottom up and the 
pill swam down into my system. 1 thought, it’s nice to have friends take care of you. I 
wasn’t paying for anything. My night continued as people danced. I danced. People 
were coming in and out, and I thought I had a special bond with each of them. We were 
all happy. We were all sharing. Today, I feel like shit.
February 13, 2001:
No time to write lately. No time to do anything. Parties have been rampant. I 
met a boy last night. His name is Davis. He’s taller than I am with messy brown curls. 
We actually met by someone’s mentioning of our both having curly brown hair. Intense 
green eyes, sometimes over-intense. 1 noticed him early when I got there, walking 
around the party, red collared button-down shirt hanging loosely around his hips, his 
belly pooching over his pants. He strutted from one friend to the next hollering absolute 
nonsense. Crazy idiot, I thought. My mama always warned me about boys like him, 
the “bad boys.” I knew he was one, and I wanted him. After talking about whatever the 
hell we were talking about for an hour, he started touching my face and wrapping his 
arm around my waist, kissing me on the cheek when he thought I was funny. He whirled 
me around once until I landed on the couch, him landing on top of me. We laughed. 
Everyone laughed. The room was spinning. 1 was wasted. Everyone was wasted.
February 28, 2001:
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I slept with Davis. I think 1 love him. Of ail the times I’ve ever wanted to sleep 
with someone and stopped myself, he really made it feel right. We went back to his 
bedroom. It was dark. We were drunk. I just wish he’d say, “I love you.”
My body was being tossed: one side, my passenger door; one side, Davis. 
"Honey, please slow down. You 're driving so crazy. This jeep is going to flip. 
It's a car, not a damn plane, ” I said to him, trying to stay calm. This conversation was a 
repeat of the one we had yesterday.
"Hush, baby. I know what I m doing. You know I'd never hurt you, ” and he 
rested his hand on my left thigh — now driving with only one hand.
"Just please,” / begged, giving him the whiniest baby face I could make.
"I'm sorry, baby, I'm just in a hurry to pick up that powder at 2 and it’s already 
2:15. Max is going to be pissed, ” and he leaned over to kiss my cheek.
More coke. That's all we were ever going to get. It should have bothered me, but 
I knew I loved him. It is just a stage, I kept telling myself. He loves me, I know.
March 15,2001:
I turned nineteen one week ago. Davis gave me nothing. Absolutely nothing. 
We had been seeing each other for almost two months, and he gave me nothing. Of 
course, I sound petty for complaining, but I’m not talking about a gift. I wasn’t asking 
for diamond earrings. No gift. No smile. No kiss. Not even a hug. He wouldn’t touch 
me. He barely spoke to me. Nothing. My birthday crown and I sat with our friends on a 
nasty couch around a filthy ash-covered coffee table and talked about the weekend. All I 
thought to do was pretend, pretend like I was turning four, wearing a pink dress, about to 
blow out the candles. I left the house that night still pretending “nothing” was okay, and 
“everything” was going to be fine.
He never called. He never called. I never called him either - why play desperate? 
He figured out I had been a virgin, hugged me for it, displayed obligatory pity, and told 
me he was in love with someone else. Asshole of the year. He sauntered away from 
me, scratching his head with one hand, searching his pant pocket for a piece of gum or a
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cigarette.
I hurt. I cannot believe 1 am so stupid. I cannot understand what I was feeling. I 
thought I loved him. 1 thought he loved me. I feel as if I were taken away to a faraway 
land and abruptly dropped back home with the wrong people at the wrong time. Apart if 
me is gone. He has it. He can't give it back. I feel so empty.
/ 'm looking through you, 
Where did you go? 
I thought I knew you. 
What did I know?
I'm looking through you
You're not the same.
May 15, 2001:
I know I’m not the same. I cannot be here anymore. I cannot be in Alabama 
anymore. I need new scenery. I can’t handle it anymore. I’m moving to Europe for the 
summer — not sure where. I hope I never come back. Maybe there, I won’t fall in love 
with assholes. I just never thought I would lose my virginity to a cokehead asshole. It is 
not me.
And now my life has changed in oh so many ways 
My independence seems to vanish in the haze 
But every now and then I feel so insecure 
I know that I just need ya like 
I’ve never done before.
Help me if you can. I'm feeling down.
I do appreciate you being ‘round.
Help me get my feet back on the ground. 
Won't you please, please help me?
August 3, 2001
Every moment over here presents a completely new experience. Been all over 
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the UK and now Spain. Missed my flight home completely yesterday. Woke up in a 
strange, orange bunk bed in a hostel in Barcelona at exactly 12:05 p.m., exactly the time 
to the minute that my plane ascended into the sky away to America, without me. Between 
the chaotic train station and the Spanish people who didn’t know any English, I started 
laughing. 1 had no idea how the hell to get out.
I climbed down from the sheet-less top bunk and said hello to my fellow 
bunkmates - one German, one Italian, a few Spanish, and one other American from 
Atlanta - only one other girl besides me. They all asked if I was alright considering 
the word “fuck” flew from my mouth, fuck, fuck, fuck, for about five minutes. When 
1 checked my watch a few seconds before, 1 asked them if anyone knew how to get out 
of Barcelona. No one knew. Every one kept telling me that I would need to purchase a 
ticket a few days in advance. As if 1 had time to hang around for a few days. I gathered 
what I needed - my raincoat, my money, my passport, my camera - and decided on 
McDonald’s, which I was later told NOT to eat. All of the alcohol was swishing around 
in my stomach. Solid food was necessary. My walk to the McDonald’s was not far at all, 
but it was more difficult than 1 had planned. Apparently, it only rains in Barcelona about 
five days out of the year, and God had chosen this day as one of the five. It was a vicious 
sideways rain that truly did not care whether you had an umbrella or not. The sky felt 
as if it were opening up to everything on earth. It was early in the morning, but I felt the 
night in the clouds circling my head.
The Las Ramblas was magical even when it rained. The large drooping trees 
formed a forever arch that runs down the length of the cobblestoned road. A clown with a 
crooked smile and one tooth stood on a tin box and tried to touch the toe of his oversized 
turquoise shoe to the tip of his oversized purple nose. He winked as I passed, and crazily, 
he made me feel closer to home. 1 think I miss the Southern boy charm. Two guys about 
my age were perched under one of trees, squatting with their long wisps of hair hanging
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down by their knees. Their clothes were dirty and tom, but they were beating each of 
their drums and smiling. Maybe 1 should quit life and just beat a drum in Barcelona.
1 kept walking for a while, chose a spot to sit at the round tin tables outside the 
McDonald's. Simply infatuated with people -- watching people. Wish I had more time to 
write.
Some guys were speaking English a few tables over, so I walked over to them 
to ask for help with the train. There were five of them. Three from California. Two 
from England. Apparently, they had ail met at their hostel the night before and were all 
suffering the same awful “Spanish hangover.”
I introduced myself to each of them, made eye contact with each of them, 
exchanged smiles with each of them, but one of these guys had eyes like none I had ever 
seen. I kept my own observation distance. Amber eyes, bleached hair, tattoos peaking 
from underneath his t-shirt, his shorts, his socks. Seemed quiet, an introvert with a lot on 
his mind. His name was Markus. British. Seemed older, more mature, a thinker. You 
know me, I fell for him. I chose the tom black Rancid t-shirt, the huge bracelets - red and 
green and yellow, the nose ring. He was beautiful.
His unexpected giggle and incredible smile knocked me back into reality, into 
Barcelona, at a small tin table with five new friends. I almost could not look at him. 
Every time 1 caught his eye, I went numb. They told me to sit down and have a drink 
with them. We smoked a spliff and laughed as we shared stories from back home. 
Suddenly, 1 was their focus, the new character in their small film. They were asking 
most of the questions. Some people may not like the South or agree with the ways of 
the South, but it is truly amazing how intrigued people are by farming and mud-riding 
and football games. Both the Californians and the British. Their questions continued for 
almost an hour. I continued to answer and ask them questions, but I had to be careful not 
to look into Mark’s eyes for more than a split second or else I would lose all control of
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what I was trying to say.
Mark and I kept catching eyes with each other. I wanted to look away. The power 
almost scared me.
All the hoys were making the usual Southern jokes. Mark kept his mouth closed and 
only snickered a little at all their stupid questions.
"Do you guys really all live on farms? ” the red-head from Los Angeles blurted 
stupidly, all grin.
" I feed all the animals every morning when 1 wake up, ” I said, laughing. 
"Really? What about electricity? Does your house have it? ” another one jested. 
They were all having fun with their jokes. I was having fun answering them. Then, 
Mark spoke.
"Guys, guys, we know we all come from crazy places: but now we are all here. So, 
what are you running from, Skv? "
I didn't know what to say. He looked straight into my eyes, straight into Me.
No one said anything. I had to say something.
"Myself. The will of my parents. Alabama, how much I love it and how much I hate 
it. A conglomeration of all that I am. But when I‘m over here, I am Sky Jackson, and that’s 
it. No labels. No expectations. A new slate," and 1 smiled at him. He winked.
August 10, 2001:
I’m in the plane going home. I miss Mark. Ever met anyone you immediately 
have a special connection with?
Eventually, I hopped a train with Mark and his friend. We took a night train to 
Biarritz, France. It was magical. We sat on a ledge overlooking the beach. His long 
arm could wrap all the way around my waist and I could feel his heart pulsating through 
his body. Mark, in his crazy tropical shirt, accented by his small blue nose ring, held 
me close and kissed me over and again on my forehead. I, in my favorite green tube top 
with tom jeans, had never felt so beautiful in all my twenty years of living. We came 
from completely different worlds. He spoke of good aura, how you find people in the 
world that are on your same exact vibe and how wonderful that feels. He loved to study 
religion. He wanted to know and to know and to know about all of the cultures that 
existed in the world. He believed in freedom and anarchy. Yes, there is a God; but live
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on, he said. He said he wanted to be a writer, move to California, take me with him, live 
on the beach and hold each other every night. I started crying. I wanted him to be happy. 
I wanted to stay with him. I told him the wind would take us and maybe we would end 
up together. We had only been together for three days, and I felt as if I had known him 
forever.
That next day, his train left an hour before mine. I sat in his lap, and we just 
stared into each other's eyes. Our talking was over. I just wanted to memorize his every 
freckle, every fleck of amber in his eyes, the touch of his finger tips on the small of my 
back. We kissed. One tear ran down his cheek. No one would ever believe how it feels 
to see a punk cry, for you. He got on the train. He waved and blew me a kiss. I knew I 
would miss him. Would 1 ever feel this kind of love again?
Once there was away to get back homeward. 
Once there was a way to get back home.
Sleep, pretty’ darlin do not cry. 
I will sing a lullaby.
October 13, 2001:
I’ve been back home in the South for almost two months now. Again, as soon 
as the plane landed, my body was sent back into the whirl of my home life. I don’t think 
I said this before, but I wrote Mark a letter on my train ride that day to tell him what he 
made me feel. I think I really just wanted to thank him for being in my life. Today, I got 
a letter from him. Our feelings are more than mutual, and we vouched to keep in touch 
even if it is by spirit.
Meanwhile, I am pretty stuck. Is it selfish to say that I don’t think my person is 
very appreciated? My life is back to drink after drink after smoke after smoke. I got a 
bad phone call last night. It was a man I apparently met at the bar the other night. When 
I heard his voice, goose bumps ran all over my body. He didn’t leave his name. I am 
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supposed to know it. Ue sounded old -- a rough, nicotined voice. I wanted him to stop 
talking. I want them all to go away. I want this all to go away. I want to go away.
/ walked in the front door of my small empty apartment and saw the red light 
flashing on the answering machine like a yield sign on a highway...slow down, slow 
down. The tip of my index finger padded the Play button, and I continued to walk from 
carpet to linoleum, into (he kitchen.
His voice echoed. “Sky-darlin', just wanted to see if we are still on for tonight. I 
had an amazing time with you the other night. Great sex, sweet thang. I am ready for 
some more. I’ll pick you up at 8 where I dropped you off the other night. ”
I stood with one hand gripping each side of the kitchen door frame. I said aloud 
to no one, “Who the hell was that? ”
Chills skimmied up my spine. He must have put something in my drink. He must 
have taken advantage. I wouldn't do something like that...or would I? I didn't eat any 
pills that night. I didn’t plan on drinking that much. I sat in the middle of my oversized 
tan couch and felt smaller and more alone than I ever had. I buried my face into my 
hands and cried, but no one was there to hear me.
December 16, 2001:
I woke up this morning to dishes clashing and voices whispering from the kitchen. 
My body jolted straight up, an electric surprise. I have been staying at my parents’ house. 
I passed out on my parents’ red floral couch in my parents’ den, and I wasn’t alone. I 
couldn’t remember. Holland and I went out together last night. I must have invited him 
in. I glanced at my watch... 8 a.m. Shit. How could I have slept through two parents 
and five sisters and brothers walking in and out? Holland’s pants were undone, in clear 
view of whoever wanted to pass through the den and see.
1 jumped and shook Holland as if I was trying to bring him back to life. I shoved 
him out the front door in a matter of two seconds. He had no idea what was going on. 
My parents didn’t agree with Holland and me in the first place. This sure as hell was not 
going to help. I leaped from the foyer all the way to my bedroom upstairs and dove into 
bed. I couldn’t face my parents yet. Maybe if I just slept forever, I wouldn’t have to talk 
to them ever again.
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I was wrong. My father was hovering over my body when I felt him brushing his 
finger lightly from my chin to the comer of my eye.
"Hey, Daddy,” I croaked from smoking too much last night.
He did not say anything. He just held his arms by his side, his daddy-belly resting 
under his blue and white pin-striped pajamas. His brown hair now a messy gray.
I have my father's eyes, and all of sudden, I realized how much we connect with 
our eyes - without saying a word. But today, his blue eyes did not dance or say anything. 
They were tired. They were doing a terrible job at hiding his pain.
"I’m sorry. Daddy, ” another pathetic croak from the bad child.
He slowly turned and sat on the edge of my mattress. It was quiet. I kept looking 
away from his eyes. He pulled my hand out from under the yellow down comforter and 
kissed it. He palmed my hand and stared at it as if he could see every bone and every 
piece of tissue under my skin. I could hear him breathing lightly over the back of my 
hand, up and down and over again as if to memorize how it feels.
He glanced up to me, my head still half-buried in my pillow, my body reeking of 
alcohol and cigarettes, my mind puzzling itself with all the near-future possibilities.
"I'm sorry, Daddy, ” / said once more as if he hadn’t been able to hear the first 
time.
"Who are you, honey? " he asked me as his eyes penetrated my mind. He burned 
with confusion. He did not understand. How could he? I don’t understand myself most 
of the time, but why did he have to ask that question? Until this moment, I don’t think 
anyone had ever asked me that in all seriousness.
I tried to smile, hoping that he’d smile, say he was kidding, and we’d laugh about 
it and then we'd go downstairs to the kitchen and scramble some eggs, maybe sausage.
He didn’t smile. He just looked at me and looked away, almost shamefully with 
sad, still eyes.
"I love you, baby, ” he said.
"I love you, too, daddy, ” I returned.
I cried. I didn’t have an answer for him. I didn’t have the answer for anybody. 
I didn’t have an answer for myself. My own father wanted to know who I was. The 
question echoed in my head while I lay my head in my daddy’s lap and cried and cried 
while he stroked my face and hair until I fell asleep again.
December 20, 2001:
I decided I can’t see Holland anymore. I think I might have loved Holland. I 
think he loves me, but if I have not mentioned it yet, he also loves cocaine. I don’t think 
I have said a thing about it because I have tried not to make it an issue. He seems too
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smart to let that hold him back, but that drug can drown you. I cannot handle seeing his 
nose bleed anymore. It hurts me too much. He was raised in a single parent household 
with no guidance, and now as a twenty-three year old, he has no idea what he wants to 
do. No idea who he is supposed to be. I thought I could help him, but how can I help 
him if I don’t know who the hell I am supposed to be? I finally find somebody that treats 
me right, and no one but me can understand him. Holland never wanted to make love to 
me. He always thought we should wait, and now I know why. Maybe he knew all along 
that we would not last. His own lack of ambition makes me want to go do something 
big, be something big. I don’t know. That’s backwards. When he told me he thought he 
could continue to be a bartender for the rest of his life, I panicked. He said, “I can talk 
to anybody. Tips are great. Why get a degree when I can charm my way into money?” 
So, he wants to live off charm. I cannot understand that. I cannot be a part of that. He 
doesn’t see it coming. He’s going to hate me. He’ll never understand.
I walked from my car in the parking lot with my head raised. The sky was a deep, 
deep gray, with charcoal clouds swarming my head, my mind. I opened the swinging 
brass door and immediately saw Holland ready for me with two rum and cokes.
"Cheers to Mrs. Jackson, ” he said raising his glass, his sarcastic smile raising 
his dimples. He knew my parents didn't like him, and I knew it hurt him. But I could 
never change their minds.
"Come on, Holland, that’s not funny, ” / said to him giving him the mother glare, 
the you-are-a-bad-little-boy glare.
He laughed and at that moment, I saw the missing drive swimming in his eyes.
"Well, when are you going to tell them we are still seeing each other? It’s been 
a month of us sneaking around to see each other. I can’t come to your house. I can’t be 
seen with you where your mother might possibly show up. I m tired of hiding everything. 
Sky, I’m a good guy. Why can’t your parents see that? And why should their opinion 
matter so much? " he said looking at me with all sincerity and curiosity.
"Baby, I m sorry. I don't understand them. I don't know what to say, I was lost 
with words.
"Sky, baby, you know I care about you more than I have cared about anybody in 
a long time. Right now, you are my world. I would never ever do anything to hurt you, 
and I wish I could make them believe that,” he said as the palm of his hand rested on my 
cheek, his thumb rubbing back and forth.
"I care about you too, baby...” I paused. Was 1 really going to say this? Look at 
his face. "I want you to know that I care about you, too, and I promise to be here for you 
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forever... ” I paused again.
“I can't see you anymore, ” / blurted it out and looked down, maybe my feet held 
the answer. I couldn't look at his face.
He placed his fingers under my chin and tilted my head upward until we met eyes.
"If that is what you want... ” he said, staring into my eyes, knowing that this was 
the last thing I wanted to do, but the only thing I needed to do. He knew how I felt about 
he cocaine, about his job. We were headed different places.
I stretched my calves, up on mv toes, grabbed each side of his face with my hands, 
and kissed him long and hard. Then, I grabbed my purse and left him sitting at the bar, 
alone.
Everywhere people stare, returned everyday.
I can see them laugh at me. 
And I hear them say, 
Hey, you've got to hide your love away.
How could she say to me Love will find a way.
Gather ‘round all you clowns.
Let me hear you say, 
Hey, you've got to hide your love away.
January 4, 2002:
The New Year. Forces you to remember the past year and ponder the next. I 
haven’t been seeing anyone since Holland. And I haven’t seen him since that night I 
walked away. 1 haven’t been doing very well lately. I pretend I m fine. My parents like 
me again, thinking how grown-up my decision to leave Holland was. They 11 never 
understand. I miss him. I miss him more than I ever thought I would miss him. I tried 
to call him the other day. His dad took a message. His dad never gives him messages. 
I feel mental. My mind cannot stop thinking about him. I force myself to think of 
something else, anything else, but Holland always creeps back into my thoughts. I have 
to train myself not to think about him. Every time 1 close my eyes, he smiles and his 
dimple is right there. Every time I see a tall, lanky guy with short hair, I want to fall on 
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the ground into a ball and beg for his forgiveness. I can't do that though. I am finally 
concentrating on me. I am getting better, more-focused. 1 am finally on normal speaking 
terms with my mother and father, and that in itself, makes life easier. At least, I think so. 
I hope.
What have 1 done? Who have 1 become? Why is it so easy for me to give 
myself away? My poor body is never going to be the same. I hate myself for what I’ve 
done. I hate myself. 1 low is anyone ever going to love me?
January 10, 2002:
I had a dream last night. Everyone was there. Davis was there. Mark was there. 
Holland was there. Every guy I’ve ever been out with was there, and of course, a few 
faces I did not recognize. They were ail standing in a single file line. I was wearing 
a white dress and sitting in an eloquent red chair, a Queen's chair, with a beautiful 
embroidered fan-back - greens, yellow, the deepest purples. No one was speaking. 
They were all staring at me with blank stares, almost dead stares, motionless. We 
were standing in a deep green field with no trees, only mountains surrounding us in the 
distance. Far to the right, I could see a lake, a body of liquid, electric blue, not water. 
The sky behind them was pink and yellow and blue, the type of sky anyone would 
expect to see in a dream. I remember sitting there staring at each of these guys one at 
a time, placing them in the setting we met in. Several faces seemed totally strange, as 
if I’d never seen them. I began to talk trying to get a few of them to say something. 
They wouldn't talk. They wouldn’t even smile. They just stood and watched me try. 
All of a sudden, the pink clouds behind their heads began to move quickly together 
across the sky. The dream world around us was spinning like the time warps in movies. 
We were standing, still, planted in our world, unable to understand the speed of the 
whirling sky around us. I stood with my head up, staring, not wanting this dream sky
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to leave. The clouds began to darken, grayer still. The sun dropped so quickly, I don’t 
think anyone would call it a sunset, maybe a sundrop. In my awe of the changing sky, 
it turned completely midnight blue, stars shining like the sky in the country, no lights 
anywhere - just the stars and the moon. I looked back around, in hopes of finding 
someone who could share this moment with me. They were all gone. Each one of them 
had disappeared with the sun as if they had been swallowed by the light. I stood, in my 
dream, head up, trying to feel the stars. I was alone with the sky. Something inside of me 
burned, and, in my dream, I raised my arms high and out above me, and thanked the sky 
for allowing me to see.
When I woke up this morning, I lay in my bed transfixed by the blank stare of my 
white, white ceiling. My dream felt surreal. I was there. I know I was there. They were 
all there with me, but they disappeared. They disappeared when the sun went down. And 
then the stars shone. The stars. I know what it means. I know. I was alone with the sky. 
I need to understand that my life is not always going to be bright. The sun cannot always 
shine, but hidden deep behind the sunny sky, there is a darkness. In this past year, I found 
the darkness. I was so worried about losing my way in the dark that I couldn’t see the 
stars. I needed this past year, this chaos, to even imagine the stars. I know it’s not over, 
and I’ve got a long road ahead. But think of all the stars I have not seen. The stars are 
me. I am the stars. I am Sky Jackson. I am a sky watcher. I love my name.
Blackbird singing in the dead of night, 
take these broken wings and learn to fly.
All your life, 
you were only waiting for this moment to arise. 
Blackbird, fly. Blackbird fly, 




My mama told me never to smoke, 
never wear sunglasses that don’t flatter my face, 
and realize that everyone wears masks, even me 
and them and you. She said we are all Classic novels, hard 
and real, read and loved, only to become an echoing sound- 
repetitive, lost, an “old book.” I did not understand.
Sexy shoes and baseball caps are things we understand. 
I just want to be a plastic dragon so that my smoke 
is never real, never hurts, never kills. I make sounds 
but still can’t breathe. Look me in the face 
and tell me you will quit. Listen to the music, hard 
and beautiful, a clarinet playing a song for you and me.
Do you feel like dancing with me?
The man with the guitar helps me understand 
that sometimes missing answers appear when life is hard 
and how easy it is to stumble when everything is smoke. 
She always wore a black silk Italian scarf across her face 
to shield her beauty from the conflicting sounds
of her bubble and the outside world. I can hear your sound 
also, but when you touch my leg, my face, 
my mouth, I shiver inside and forget all around me.
For the quickest moment, I can't understand 
anything in my world but the smoke 
that flies from my own lips - a hard
line of grey and poison. Breathe hard 
and soft and feel the rhythm of the drumstick, a sound 
that is felt deep inside. Beat the drum until smoke 
rises. Everyone will cheer because you are not me.
Is a batting glove necessary to understan 
the concept of the sport or is it a determined race 
that wins the game? Why do faces 
change from yellow to black to happy to hard. 
All of these moods we have -I cannot understand. 
If only no one wore their masks or escaped in sounds 
or hid their sins beneath their father's quilt. For me, 
I wish all this noise would disappear in the smoke.
Now I understand why some people dance 
hard, through the unknown sounds, blow smoke 




He packed the plaster into a ball as if he were God practicing body, creating the exactness of one flawless sphere. He tossed it tenderly between his 
calloused palms and shaved it smooth with the mouth of a mason jar, g g 
surface, as the white dust floated all over his hands, all over his clothes, al around him 
blending with the smoke from the dark carved wooden pipe hanging under the eave o 
course gray mustache.
When he taught us, he spoke softly about the curves in the human face, how they are 
sculpted with their arcs and bows and shadows like the inside o a g ass pipe each 
unique.
He said each of us would create a bust of a man by crafting a clay model, using it as a mold 
for the plaster head, mounting the hardened bust on a block of stained pine We must study 
the linear structure of the eyes - how their comers perk upward until they begin to sag 
heavy with years of observing - of the lips - how the bow can slant outward or inward or 
straight down - of the cheekbones - how they sway in and down before reaching the ear as 
if they too might whisper something when they reach them.




Sitting in a circle in this vintage den, 
our world, watching each other
while everyone is laughing and shaking 
their heads at all that has been said, 
searching for cigarettes in purses 
and pockets, that small silence 
that sings more than words, 
when nothing outside the window pane 
is as real as we are 
sitting on this rugged furniture.
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The Land of Enchantment
They call New Mexico the Land of Enchantment. They call it the Land of Enchantment 
because behind every comer, there is another experience waiting to be felt, another story 
waiting to be told. Whether it is an unexpected invitation for a friendship dance with a 
Sioux Indian or a run-in with the real Ronald McDonald and his van, New Mexico has to 
be one of the strangest, most intriguing areas of the world. Anything can happen in the 
thin mystery of the desert air.
A friend of a friend from Mississippi lived in Santa Fe and kindly offered us her empty 
house for the weekend. So, my best friend and I were house-sitting for a long weekend in 
a quaint adobe neighborhood about two miles away from the Plaza in old-town Santa Fe, 
no houses taller than eleven feet, the ceiling comer and door frames curving like dug-up 
Indian bones only a few feet above our heads.
We’d been out for a few beers just to get our sleep on. As we parked in front of what we 
pretended to be “our house,” a steady drumbeat called from across the street. Turning our 
heads to look at each other, we grinned, silently agreeing that there was no option here. 
We followed the sounds around the aqua-shuttered house, through a rickety wire-sculpted 
gate, and entered the scene. Melodic music arose around us, and we moved closer to the 
people.
Only a few steps, and we were walking on thick faux Persian rugs, laid out beneath our 
feet atop the desert rock. Even though we were only a few miles from downtown, the 
backyard felt as if it never ended and just continued out into the desert - no backdoor 
neighbors, not even a building in the distance. To the right was a bon-fire with a 
group of people laughing, their beers lit orange and green from the fire. The smell of
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burnt matches and patchouli singed our noses, and the air that night seemed especially 
weightless and light. There was a sudden feeling of happiness, like walking in a field 
of fresh white cotton. My friend smiled at me. We always had some unbelievable 
connection that made it easy to have whole conversations without saying a word. This 
was a magical thing in itself. We were always traveling and always the random new girls 
at the party or at the gas station or at the library. It didn't matter. We were strangers 
everywhere we went — strangers meeting strangers. Her eyes moving slowly from the fire, 
the orange light gliding over her face, she turned in a complete trance to the other circle 
of people sitting together making music.
Crowded around a fire, people dressed in intricately detailed robes of reds like the 
southwestern mud, rusty greens, and pure yellows whispered to one another with what 
seemed to me the most seriously serene faces I’d ever seen. Some of them were sitting 
on an old mustard couch set right next to the fire. These people emitted peace. As we 
passed them, they all turned casually and smiled, welcoming us without words, as if they 
were so stoned that all they could do was slowly move their heads.
To our left, a tapestry tent roofed the musicians’ circle. Four bamboo sticks upheld a 
circular reddened tapestry with line drawings of black faceless figures dancing in circles. 
Tiny lights were strung above our heads as if the stars had come out. Underneath the 
tent, the circle of musicians was intently focused, smiling in the power of their song. As 
one of the robed figures approached us with green chile-brewed beer, popping the tops as 
if the pop-spew, pop-spew were a part of the song, he grinned and said “Welcome to my 
home” as he nodded and turned back to face the light of the fire. Thank you and thank 
you was all the two of us could rummage up to say.
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One long-haired man clad in all black with his face painted half black, half white was 
strumming the cello between his legs, his silver hair shaking back and forth as he moved 
his body and head with the music, feeling his instrument, its sound, eyes closed. Next 
to him, an older Native American man played an antique harp. His hands and arms were 
limbs attached to the strings, only slightly moving to the tap of his foot on the pedal. He 
and the harp had become one working machine, no longer an instrument and a human, 
but one beautiful being of sound. Bongos were thumped by the two Asian boys, younger 
than the rest, but bringing the bass to the air, pounding out through the desert. Mexican 
girls danced in circles around the musicians with clapper bells or mini cymbals, shifting 
their hips and shaking their heads round to the beat, their exotic-boned faces, dark and 
strong. A sprinkle of classical guitars chose when to join the song and brought it all 
together. Everybody around could not help move their shoulders or tap their foot. For us, 
the night was so unexpected, so happened-upon, so magical.
A crimson glass hooka was set on a short stool next to the musicians, and everyone 
was taking turns, in fours, to suck the pure apple tobacco smoke from the long tubes 
that curled like snakes to the music. Two guys asked us to taste it, and the four of us, 
legs crossed, sat on the rug, and waited for the flames to light the bowl. As the tobacco 
glowed brighter in the darkness, we inhaled all together as if we were trying to inhale this 
atmosphere, to feel it so deep inside that it would stick. As the smoke billowed from our 
mouths, we all laughed at someone’s comment about how fresh it felt to meet strangers.
We introduced ourselves to our new strangers, and they asked us where we came from, 
how we found ourselves in New Mexico, and what our story was. It was the same answer 
we always gave: that we were college girls from Mississippi, that we were traveling the 
Southwest, that we did not know why we were in New Mexico but that we were trying to 
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figure it out. Following the normal questions of what we studied, what we wanted to do 
if we ever grew up, and how long we would be around this crazy place, we asked them 
about who they were. What was everyone doing here in this backyard on the border of 
the vast empty desert? Why were most of the people decked out in ethnic attire? Why 
was that man’s face painted?
The man sitting next to me started laughing, only to place a friendly hand on my knee, 
and say that they were all there only because they wanted to be, that they were all normal 
working-world people getting together just to enjoy themselves and their music. He 
said the black-and-white-faced man was a practicing tax lawyer, that the girl with the 
long white skirt was a nurse at the hospital, that he was an art therapist at an adolescent 
disorder clinic. He explained that, although most of them had grown up in New Mexico, 
they often had to put aside special time together to delve into the enchantment of their 
home.
“ I guess this is kind of like ‘porch time’ in the South,” I said, “That’s what we do to feel 
the nights in Mississippi.”
He said that curious individuals usually seek happiness far away from home, as he 
mentioned his travels in Africa to teach art to low-income children.
“I missed it here,” he said. “It’s just that I never thought this place was my home until I 
was in Africa, away from it.”
“I think that might be why we are here,” my friend said smiling, her face still lit from the 
firelight.
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That night we fell asleep to the sounds of the Land of Enchantment. The party went on 
without us. Of course. 1 never saw any of those people again. We never went back to 
that house. I sometimes wonder if maybe that night was a dream, a dream that both my 
friend and 1 dreamt on the same night just to enlighten us to the overwhelming power of 




Elbows on the bar,
I longed for a glass
to arrive in my hand, 
its ice swaying with my body
across to the painted table 
of music notes and spirals
with purples and reds and yellow, 
the spirals filling my brain
like the smoke
filling my lungs
as I stared into the top 
of my scotch and wished
that I could be a piece of ice 
among others, dancing together
happily chilling the liquid 
and waiting to melt completely, 
but I wanted to smoke
and forget where I was,
that place I was going, 
inching so slowly to a place 
I can’t describe until I am there, 
and then I can write you
a postcard with a small drawn girl 
on the front standing
on an inked green hill saying hello 
in a speech bubble, not knowing
what else to say
but that I love being a girl 
standing on a hill alone 




I was just sitting in my den on our old vintage-yellow chair where the dog Buddy ripped 
the right side of the cushion about a year ago so that whoever is sitting there now is 
always leaning, to the left. With my body in tilt, I was facing four of my favorite people 
in the world, listening to the slow sounds of Ray Charles, having a loose and hysterical 
conversation about whatever, really whatever, anybody wanted to talk about.
On the coffee table surrounded by green and silver ashtrays, planners, and cups full of red 
Koolaid left over from yesterday lay a book of mine called Ever Wonder by Kobi Yamada 
that I placed there as a conversation centerpiece. It’s a collection of questions based 
on the idea that we should love the questions in our lives. It begins with a quotation by 
Rainer Maria Rilke that says:
Have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and try to love the 
questions themselves as if they were locked rooms or books written in a very foreign 
language. Don’t search for the answers, which could not be given to you now, because 
you would not be able to live them. And the point is to live everything. Live the 
questions now. Perhaps then, some day far in the future, you will gradually, without even 
noticing it, live your way into the answer.
Each page is a different color with an almost philosophical question staring at you in all 
white lower case letters running all the way across the two pages you have it opened up 
to, and that’s it: just one question, in white, staring at you blankly from a void of color. 
Questions like, “Can you really be brave if you’ve only had wonderful things happen to 
you?” or “In order to find yourself, are you willing to lose yourself? Everybody picks 
it up, usually announces a question, and then, just like I planned, there is overflowing 
conversation.
My crazy friend Lawrence was apparently a virgin to my book, and I noticed while we 
were all talking that he was the only person I had ever seen flipping the pages constantly,
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reading and flipping, reading and flipping straight through the book, page by page.
“Big L, I’ve never ever seen anybody do that, just flip through that book without stopping 
or skimming pages,” I said. He just looked at me and smiled his crooked toothed grin: oh, 
a man of many words.
I turned to Jake and began to listen to yet another one of his business rants about cell 
phones, the economy, whatever he really wanted to talk about because I could always 
listen to him even if I wasn't exactly sure what he was talking about. He always cares 
about my stuff and really tries to understand it, so I always really want to listen to him 
and hear his stuff, the other side, the business side of things that I’ve never really been 
keen on comprehending. We often refer to him as “Old Man River” because he is an old 
man trapped in a twenty-one year old body. He talks like he knows everything even if 
he doesn’t. He rolls his own cigarettes. He is always open for a hug or some advice, just 
like any good ole man.
When Jake finished his story about how the home telephone will one day be extinct, 
Lawrence looked up from the book and said, “That’s a good one right there: What is the 
one thing that always makes you smile?"
Coming from him, this was quite the question of sensitivity, not that he doesn’t always 
smile but that he’s not really the man of many thoughts either. Sarah almost shouted, 
“Food. Big Girl loves food.” It’s especially funny when she calls herself Big Girl 
because that is the last thing she is.
Lawrence and Jake agree to “marijuana” even though we all know they are kidding
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because yes, they do love it, yes, they do smile when they see it, but it’s not the one thing 
that makes them smile. Mary Margaret, my best friend - the most fabulous girl I know 
- said “my daddy makes me smile.” I said, “Mine, too, but our being right here together 
really makes me smile.” Jake, my most logical friend, said, “Yeah, but not all the time,” 
and then continued in a hell of a spill about funny times when you just aren’t really 
excited to see a friend, like when you realize in the morning that your friend was overtly 
rude to you at the bar last night and apparently has no recollection because she just called 
to see if you wanted to meet for lunch.
So, the beginnings of that question led into much more of what some people might call 
“shooting the shit,” but it’s really more than that, even to those same people that call it 
that.
I looked at the clock. The five of us had been sitting there doing nothing but talking 
and laughing for almost two hours, and it was not like I did not have a million things I 
needed to be writing or reading. I loved every smile, every word, every cigarette of that 
conversation, but I thought, this is my problem. I am in a time in my life when I am in 
a constant wonder as to how the hell I made it this far and what the hell I’m going to 
do from here on out, so therefore all I want to do is be with the friends I love but know 
will not all be able to sit in my den forever. We are all about to graduate and most likely 
never live in the same town again. 1 have come a long way from some sort of self­
deception, or lack of self-respect, to this: to friends whom I love as family members, 
to friends that have helped me to realize that respect that I must have for myself. In a 
personal essay by Joan Didion, she writes on self-respect, Nonetheless, character — the 
willingness to accept responsibility for one’s own life — is the source from which self- 
respect springs.” So, I guess what I am trying to say is that at some point around my
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nineteenth birthday I tossed myself into the darkness of not having this self-respect. If 
this self-respect does spring from character, which I’ve always imagined myself to have, 
then maybe 1 just threw a blanket over it and left it in the bed every morning before going 
out into my day of self-deception. Now, though, after all of it, like Didion says I can 
“accept responsibility.”
I have always thought myself to be a writer, maybe a weak writer, but a writer. I love 
writing, right? My friends know I write. My family knows I write. I know I write, but 
why is it so hard for me to sit down and spill it? Why is it that I feel like I have so many 
things to tell, so many experiences to share, so much going on in my head but that I just 
cannot get it out on paper? I wish I had a secret psychologist who would run some tests 
on my brain because sometimes I can seriously look myself in the mirror and say, You’re 
crazy.
Why do you think that? you ask.
Because all I ever really want to do is see and experience. As lame as those verbs might 
be, that’s all I ever want to do. My mama always said that as a little girl, I would always 
stay up until two o’clock in the morning listening at the door of the den eavesdropping on 
conversations going on when they had friends or family over. “Always afraid you were 
going to miss something,” she’d say. Well, not much has changed. Truly, I am afraid 
that I might just miss something and never be able to go back and see it. I like to move, 
talk, listen, see. Sometimes, it seems so pressing and heavy to sit down and focus on one 
thing, and 1 get so frustrated with myself. At this point, nothing is going to happen on the 
white page in front of me.
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But I’m a writer though? A crazy writer? Well, lately, the craziness that I want to have 
happen in my writing is not happening. I cannot figure out if it is due to the fact that I 
cannot find word shapes for my emotions or simply that I am not ready to let it out.
Things 1 would like to write about: a ten month relationship with a guy that have sent 
me off the deep end, a friend of mine having a mental breakdwon and moving to Arizona 
without telling anyone. The time 1 left Oxford at seven o’clock at night and drove to 
Atlanta, drinking the entire time, just to get to a party that ended up being in the ghetto 
trailer park where at least four drug dealers knocked on the door while I was there. Or 
the time my best friend and I set up camp at midnight on Durango Mountain, Colorado, 
not being able to sec a thing, then going to town to drink a few beers, riding Harleys with 
guys named Juan and Pablo, and finishing the night off with a joint and two other losers 
with guitars and full intentions of sleeping with us. And, no, we didn’t. We just slept on 
the couch. Some of this is old news to me, but it’s still in me and I want to get it out. I 
know I have stories. I want to dig them out and write, but, shit, it’s hard.
It’s hard for me because 1 know that even though I do want to write fiction, so much of it 
is a part of who I am. It’s not like I am writing an autobiography because sometimes it’s 
more fun to twist the details, but it is a part of me, and writing it especially for the means 
of sharing it with others, is sometimes overwhelming and to be quite honest, scary.
Maybe it is scary because after writing about these crazy situations, I realize that a lot 
of them still make me hurt, that I will not ever be able to understand them, and that you 
don’t realize how awful it is to lose something until it is a friend. All compiled, these are 
the things that have made me who I am now.
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I have a perfect little Southern family. I know that every family is dysfunctional in its 
own dysfunctional way, but if 1 were to describe my little family, it would be to say that 
we are dysfunctional in the strangest most perfect way. I have the most caring parents on 
earth. I could not have asked for two people to care about me more, and that is important 
to this whole ability to write about this craziness simply due to the fact that I would not 
have survived had I not had the grounding that my parents gave me. Even when we had 
those stages of not really liking each other, there was always a genuine, deep-felt love. 
Even when we all had to see the psychologist when I was in high school because they 
thought 1 was out of control in my drinking habits and eating habits, it was just because 
they cared and basically because they were right.
My parents took me all over the country to see and experience, and I was always talked 
to as an adult, not merely a child. Although most of our family vacations centered around 
a sporting event of some sort, we traveled all over the United States. They put it in me: 
this desire to seek and find, to do whatever I can do to experience something new. Okay, 
so there it is. I just chose the more daring route of doing this. For some reason unknown 
to me now and which will probably remain this way for the rest of my life, I usually just 
put aside a lot of the morals they instilled in me. I do not know exactly what triggered 
this absolute extremity of throwing oneself out into the world without a thought as to 
whether my body should be kept to myself or if the guy really loved me. Apparently, 
this behavior occurs more in the male species, so we are all just glad that I was not a boy. 
My mother will never understand this moral-less phenomenon in her sweet daughter. My 
mama actually does know about everything because she is my mama and mamas always 
find out about everything. I think that she always felt that in some way whatever I did 
was her fault. It wasn’t. I have always thought that I could never describe my choices 
there for a few years of my life as rebellion against them. I never hated them. I never did
111
something in particular to spite them. I just wanted out of a box, the box I grew up in, 
so I jumped out and did everything I could not do in the box. Rather than calling it basic 
rebellion, maybe it should be called the “jack-out-the-box” method. I believe that it was 
more than anything else, a self-discovery by self-destruction. I was testing my strength, 
killing myself slowly, only to realize that not only could I experience outside the box, I 
really needed the box, too.
One especially profound memory that has actually made a full circle in my life is of my 
father sitting in his old school brown corduroy recliner in the den of my parents’ first little 
house together. I was probably only four, standing in front of him anxiously because 
he said he had to give me something that was a very special gift. He said that it was a 
gift that his Fa, his grandfather, had given him about the time he was my age. Then, 
he told me to close my eyes for a kiss. I did as I was told, and he held out a ragged old 
big-lipped monkey in a worn western style yellow robe with horsemen and cacti printed 
all over it. His mother had sewn the monkey’s robe and one just like it for my daddy 
when he was little. I had kissed the funniest-looking stuffed monkey I had ever seen, 
and Daddy gave it to me just in the same way that his Fa presented it to him. As a side 
note, Nicki actually attended my parents’ wedding rehearsal dinner as a special guest. 
My monkey Nicki has slept with me ever since then and now I’m twenty-two years old. 
Nicki will always be the most special gift I have ever received.
Well, less than a year ago, I took a ceramics class, and one assignment was to 
create something by hand, imitating something else in a French method of art called 
trompe l’oeil, meaning “to trick the eye.” My teacher advised us to choose something 
that we cared about because it is not an easy task, and re-making something with your 
own hands might be more rewarding when you are re-making something that you love.
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Immediately Nicki came to mind, though my teacher thought that it was a crazy idea and 
probably too difficult for a beginning ceramicist to conquer.
I worked obsessively over that monkey for more than thirty-five hours shaping, seven 
hours painting, and that's not even counting kiln time, which made me frantic because I 
just knew all of that work, all of that care was going to blow up in the kiln. I even gained 
the name “monkey girl” from the grad students who watched the clay progress from a 
lump into a larger version of my absolutely worn-out, floppy-headed monkey whom I had 
been sleeping with for almost twenty years.
This project I took on was almost like a re-building of me, a renewal of who I was in my 
family, and this piece of art showed the wear and tear not only of Nicki’s robe but also of 
my own crazy life. In focusing on the perfection of each curve in Nicki’s face, each color 
and tiny tear in his robe, I realized how much 1 needed and loved my family. Nicki had 
survived just as 1 had, was still in one piece. Just as my daddy’s mama had made Nicki a 
robe to protect him and just as it had gotten thinner and tom in places, my own mama had 
made me a robe of sorts, too, and, yes, my robe has tears that will never be completely 
healed, but at least I had that robe to protect me.
1 just recently began reading an old journal of mine that I kept the year I was nineteen. 
After a few pages, I began to cry. I could not figure out if 1 was more upset over the 
sadness I felt for the little girl - me - that 1 was reading about or more ecstatic and 
thankful over the mere fact that I had regained a self-respect that could very easily 
been lost forever. In my tearful recovery, 1 said out loud, “Oh, thank you, dear Lord!!!” 
Whoever I was then, whoever was writing that journal was not me, at least that version 
of myself was no longer in existence. I had killed her off with newfound loving friends.
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I do not know who I was, but now 1 can remember my own father asking me that very 
question at that time in my life.
To say that a re-creation of an old stuffed monkey into a ceramic piece of art is a 
metaphor for the realization of who I am and where I came from sounds a bit insane, 
but I think that is what it is for me. The time and care I placed in making that monkey 
and the thoughts he provoked in me truly helped me to seize my own imperfections, 
accept my mistakes, and become conscious of the fact that each tear in Nicki s robe and 
each balding spot on his body were meticulous details I did not want to miss. These 
imperfections made Nicki, Nicki, just as my own imperfections make me, me. I was 
making the most perfect version of a not-so-perfect monkey. The reformation of my 
stuffed monkey was like taking every flaw I have and trying to re-shape them, exposing 
them but making them perfect flaws so as to express my own self-discovery. I was 
beginning to recognize how I had made it to where I am now.
I do have a perfect family, a perfect family for me. I have made so many mistakes 
and have done so many absolutely unexplainable things that I am that old monkey except 
I am the one that is now solid and ceramified, if you will. It took a long time with a lot 
of tears and fights and hugs, but I made it, and I made it only because my family gave me 
the gift of Nicki and of being able to survive even the craziest of circumstances simply 
because they also gave me an intensely passionate love and what my own mama likes to 
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